Western Kentucky University

TopSCHOLAR®
Masters Theses & Specialist Projects

Graduate School

Summer 2019

Hypha
Emily Ruth-Diehl Brooks
Western Kentucky University, emilyrdiehl@gmail.com

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.wku.edu/theses
Part of the Fiction Commons, and the Fine Arts Commons
Recommended Citation
Brooks, Emily Ruth-Diehl, "Hypha" (2019). Masters Theses & Specialist Projects. Paper 3141.
https://digitalcommons.wku.edu/theses/3141

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by TopSCHOLAR®. It has been accepted for inclusion in Masters Theses & Specialist Projects by
an authorized administrator of TopSCHOLAR®. For more information, please contact topscholar@wku.edu.

HYPHA

A Thesis
Presented to
The Faculty of the Department of English
Western Kentucky University
Bowling Green, Kentucky

In Partial Fulfillment
of the Requirements for the Degree
Master of Fine Arts

By
Emily Brooks
August 2019

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Chapter One ........................................................................................................................ 1
Chapter Two ...................................................................................................................... 13
Chapter Three.................................................................................................................... 22
Chapter Four ..................................................................................................................... 39
Chapter Five ...................................................................................................................... 45
Chapter Six........................................................................................................................ 57
Chapter Seven ................................................................................................................... 63
Chapter Eight .................................................................................................................... 75
Chapter Nine ..................................................................................................................... 84
Chapter Ten ....................................................................................................................... 99
Chapter Eleven ................................................................................................................ 108
Chapter Twelve ............................................................................................................... 116
Chapter Thirteen ............................................................................................................. 124
Chapter Fourteen ............................................................................................................. 135
Chapter Fifteen................................................................................................................ 148
Chapter Sixteen ............................................................................................................... 155
Chapter Seventeen .......................................................................................................... 165
Chapter Eighteen ............................................................................................................. 175
Chapter Nineteen ............................................................................................................ 184
Chapter Twenty ............................................................................................................... 195
Chapter Twenty-One ....................................................................................................... 205
Chapter Twenty-Two ....................................................................................................... 219
Chapter Twenty-Three .................................................................................................... 232
Chapter Twenty-Four ...................................................................................................... 239
Chapter Twenty-Five....................................................................................................... 249
Chapter Twenty-Six ........................................................................................................ 258
Chapter Twenty-Seven .................................................................................................... 273
Chapter Twenty-Eight ..................................................................................................... 282
Chapter Twenty-Nine ...................................................................................................... 291

iii

HYPHA
Emily Brooks

August 2019

297 Pages

Directed by: David Bell, Peggy Otto, and Jessica Folk
Department of English

Western Kentucky University

For hundreds of years, Ona and her people have been unknowingly enslaved.
Ona has given everything she is to the spiritual people on the mountain, including
her own son. So when rumors spread through the swamp’s magical mycelium that she
and her people are slaves, Ona must find the truth and, if possible, reunite with her son
before he becomes as evil as those who raised him. Meanwhile, her son has his own
doubts after his people leave his friend to die. As he and Ona journey separately to save
the people they love, they find everything they believed to be true falling apart, making
room for a new kind of faith and life.
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Chapter One
In the thick of the White Swamp, a woman rowed a canoe around the
protruding legs of white cypress trees to harvest mushrooms. The tree roots clutched the
scummy water like knobbed knees, the water knocking against them as she passed
through. The woman, her skin cloaked in short green moss the color of sage, plucked
white and brown and red mushrooms from tree stumps that lay on the bulging swamp
islands, and from the trees themselves, and she piled these into large turtle shells. She
would bring some of these to family or trade with other Hypha in the Swamp, and others
she would trade to the nomadic peoples who lived on the plains. But most she would
offer as gifts to the Rumna, the spiritual guides of her people.
Ona tucked a dark strip of loose braid back into the nest of moss and hair on
her head to keep it from her face. As she rowed beneath a fallen tree, the trunk bearded
with lichen, she felt her skin pulse—a slight twinging that her people, the Hypha,
recognized since childhood as a signal.
The moss that lived on her skin was home to mushroom mycelium, a white
web that branched through the moss across her body. The same mycelium lived in the
earth around her in the trees, the moss, and dirt. It was this that sent the shiver over her
skin that told her something had changed in the swamp. She rowed closer to the hilled
edge of an island where roots stuck out from uncovered dark soil. She touched that soil,
and the webs in her hand found and clung to the webs in the soil.
She did not have to close her eyes to see the message of the mycelium, but
she did this anyway to allow the image to fill her mind completely. Instantly, her heart
sank.
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She recognized the man who walked in his long, grey garments across a wide,
dry island in the swamp. His heron balanced on thin legs that stood as tall as the man
himself, its long neck bent up into its chest, which was feathered like an old man’s beard,
its thin feathers sprouting from its head. The bird resembled its rider, who also had sparse
feathers of white hair, as well as a bushy, silver beard.
Had the Rumna Sanifa grown that much older since he had come for Ona?
By now, every Hypha in this corner of the swamp would know that he had
come.
Sanifa, a Rumna, or Spirit One, dwelled outside of the swamp and was the
spiritual guide to those who lived within it. He only entered the swamp when it was time
to bring a new Mother to the mountain of Bar-Rum. Ona had nearly forgotten that Lidda,
her oldest niece, had just turned eighteen, the age all Mothers were take. Even though
Ona knew Sanifa would not take Ona with him again, dread curled hot in her stomach.
If Ona hurried with her tasks, she might return in time to say goodbye and
encourage the girl.
Yes, encourage her. Ona repelled the feeling of dread. This was a good thing,
she reminded herself. Lidda would be honored as Ona had been honored.
Ona rowed on to a larger island of mushrooms where, in the fall, she had
stuffed white spawn into the holes of dead logs with her brother, Nell, who was Lidda’s
father. But Nell and many other Hypha were now sick with a strange, red disease that the
Hypha had never seen in the swamp before—an unknown red mycelium that ate away the
natural green moss on their skin and then shriveled the people away to almost nothing. It
was unlike anything in the swamp. The only red they ever saw was in the red birds, or in
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blood, or in the eye of a reptile. But this was different. This was a dark, almost black, red
web that grew on the trees and on the surface of the swamp. It grew in unexpected places
that could be touched in the dark without the victim knowing, and it was highly
contagious. With so many sick, Ona and others had to work alone.
Today, after she had harvested, she would take the mushrooms to the edge of
the swamp nearest the mountain. There, she would offer her harvest to a Rumna, who
would fly on his own heron to the mountain, Bar-Rum, where Rumna who were not
Guides lived together. This was the exchange that the Hypha and Rumna had agreed upon
now for eighty-eight years. The Rumna vowed to protect the White Swamp through their
spiritual wisdom, knowledge, and power, while the Hypha offered their harvests. The
Hypha, who had dwelled in the swamp since ancient times, were connected to the swamp
through the mycelium in a way that the Rumna, who had come from distant islands,
could never be. So the Hypha farmed the land, sharing their foods and medicinals, and
the Rumna devoted their lives to their spirituality and connection to Niena, the Goddess
of the World. They were wanderers and sages, stationed throughout the world to enact
wisdom among the peoples. The only Rumna who lived in groups were on Bar-Rum—
those still too young to be Guides, those who taught them, and those who devoted their
lives to gaining knowledge through science and philosophy.
When Ona lived on Bar-Rum as a Mother for a year, she sometimes passed
these Rumna’s villages and saw their markets and their fine homes where they sat and
wrote and read letters that they had formed from spoken language. They looked up at the
skies and observed the land and measured all things. They were peaceful, quiet people,
with pale bare skin and inquisitive eyes.
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Ona envied them, when she met them, but not as she envied the Rumna, Soni,
who took care of her in her pregnancy. She had seen how Soni did not waver from her
meditations even as she spoke or listened or moved about. Everything she and Sanifa and
the others did was with calm and ease, and nothing troubled them. When Ona saw how
her own people distressed over their lives, their work, their harvest, their health, and their
families, she knew she could have welcomed the life of a Rumna if she had been
offered— if her mother had been chosen as she had. But this life was reserved for her
child, and she could only be glad that it—whether it was a boy or girl—had this
opportunity.
The Rumna were revered by the Hypha, who also followed the Goddess
Niena, but who could not be close to her as the Rumna were. Because the Hypha were
connected to the world and to each other through mycelium, they could never please
Niena on their own. Only with the help of the Rumna could they be accepted into the
Beyond. This was the greatest exchange of all. As servants to the Rumna, the Hypha were
promised a place with Niena after their deaths. Every gift they gave was seen by Niena,
and this made her pleased with them.
Ona remembered this and was grateful even as her heart tightened in her
chest. The greatest form of devotion to Niena that a Hypha could achieve was to become
a Mother, as Ona had been long ago. As the oldest girl in her family, she had been chosen
as an infant, just as Lidda had been, by removing her from the list of children to be
betrothed. A Mother of the Rumna could never marry. She must give as many children as
she could to the Rumna. Even though Ona could only give one child because of her
body’s own resistance to the labor, she must be alone.
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Ona hoped now that Lidda would be a better Mother than she had been, and
that the girl would not ache from missing her child every day that passed.
Ona eased her boat to the edge of the small island of mushrooms and tied it to
a tree with rope. She plucked the mushrooms from the logs and piled them into the turtle
shells. She enjoyed the work. The sweet smell of rot and dew were strong here, and birds
sang above her in the tops of thick-trunked trees. The business of her hands and the
pressing of her knees in soft, black soil relaxed her. The wet air and her own sweat
softened the moss on her skin, allowing it to breathe and keep her cool where her
garments, woven with tie-worm silk, did not cover her.
When she was finished, Ona piled the turtle shells in her boat and pushed
away from the island with her oar. After giving these to the Rumna, she would keep a
small number of them for her family, which they would need for her sister’s wedding
ceremony. Her youngest sister, the last to be married, had recently become pregnant, and
now she could be wedded to her betrothed.
Ona smiled thinking of it, trying not to think of how many weddings she had
been to, and how many times she had wanted to be married herself. But that was a child’s
dream, she reminded herself now. She was more than thirty, and too old to think of men.
She should not feel jealous. While she lived among the Rumna for those long months,
they told her what a gift it was to be a Mother, and she knew they were right. Somewhere,
her child was growing into a wise leader.
No, she would not suffer her mind over loneliness. She would be happy.
As she rowed, a mink emerged from the water. It was smaller than usual, only
the length of her canoe, which would hold three people, and it crawled up on a sprawling
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cypress root to lick its green, algae-cloaked fur. These animals also carried the mycelium
in the algae on their fur. Long ago, before people arrived, it was believed that the
swamp’s trees used these mushroom-webs to warn other parts of the swamp of fires or
other dangers. The animals communicated this way as well, directing one another to food
or shelter, or warning each other of trouble.
The Hypha families were divided by the type of mushroom that their
mycelium was a part of. Ona and her family were the largest family and connected to the
honey mushroom, a large, yellow mushroom that, full grown, stood as tall as a tree. But
most did not grow this tall in the swamp, except on some islands and in the marsh. But
the family was called the Tree Hypha because they lived over the wetlands in treehouses.
Other families were the Bush Hypha, who lived more in the forest rather than in the
swamp, the Yellow Hypha, whose corner of the swamp was coated in golden lichens, and
the White Hypha, whose mycelium spread so thickly on their moss that they looked
white.
But most Hypha were more than one type. When infants were born, these
separate families came together to decide who they would marry. It was healthiest if the
families were mixed, but by no more than two sides. This meant that most Hypha were
not only from one family despite where they lived. Ona’s sister, Willow, would be
married to a White Hypha named Colt, which meant she would carry both kinds of
mycelium on her skin. This would connect her to both sides of the swamp.
On rarer occasions, a mixed child might marry another mixed child, and all
four types would merge. But these people lived difficult lives. The more of the swamp
one was connected to, the more messages from across the swamp came to them, and not
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all messages are good. Through the mycelium, one can feel the pain of others as well as
their joys. It is often too much for one Hypha to take, and they sometimes leave the
swamp to live with the Nomads on the dry Plains for a time so that their moss and its
mycelium dries off.
Ona watched as the mink dove into the water again, and wished that she could
follow to cool her skin. But the waters were dangerous even to Hypha, not only because
of the reptiles but also because of the algae. This algae would cling to the moss on their
skin and hold them down while it ate away at it, eventually drowning the Hypha.
Sometimes this would happen when a Hypha fell from a treetop, but other times the
Hypha would kill each other this way over a disagreement. It disgusted Ona. This had not
happened since, many years ago, White and Tree Hypha had disagreed over a marriage
between two young Hypha who had not been chosen for each other. Sanifa had made the
final decision afterwards, and the couple was not married.
As Ona rowed on through thick swamp, the trees eventually thinned, and she
rowed through a greater, unshaded pool where the water was dark and deep. Alligators
twice the size of her boat swam here, but Ona did not mind them this time of day when
the sun slowed down their movements, and they merely dipped under the water, nostrils
bubbling, when she passed.
Only one swam with some speed, and it took Ona an instant to recognize that
it was being trained. After some searching, she saw the woman, a Yellow Hypha with
round cheeks coated in the yellow algae, sitting on a shore with her hand slapped against
the algae.
Yellow Hypha were the only Hypha connected to water algae, and they could
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use this to communicate with the alligators—and, sometimes, to train them. It took much
practice and skill to train a creature through mycelium, and even more to train one of the
larger animals, but it could be done. The woman at the edge drew the alligator toward her.
When it came to the shore, she did not flinch or lift her hand, and the alligator opened its
jaws to release a large, limp fish. She sent the alligator away before raising her hand and
taking up the fish by the tale.
Ona passed this woman, both lifting their hands at one another, and entered
the yellow area of the swamp.
Ona loved this part of the swamp. It always seemed to sit in a glow of
sunlight from the rich lichen that climbed the white trees and rocks. Golden mushrooms
also grew here that were shaped almost like leaves that fanned out from trees several feet
wide. Ona passed under one now as her path narrowed, and trees glimmered around her.
This area was small and ended at the edge of the swamp where the ground
hardened and the Rumna would meet her every other day. Ona had rowed it many times,
and her arms did not tire as she pushed back water and algae. She passed familiar
treehouses and familiar Hypha who climbed the trees and harvested fruits and nuts and
high-growing mushrooms by gripping onto ropes they had strung across the branches.
They raised their hands to her, and she to them. As she always did, she stopped at the
storage house, and passed one of the shells of mushrooms to a thin, golden woman in
exchange for fruit that only grew in this area. While the Hypha gave much of their goods
to the Rumna and Nomads, trading within the swamp was necessary if all were to be
well-fed.
At the edge of the swamp, Ona let her boat tilt parallel to a wall of dirt, and
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she climbed out into the marshlands. Here was where Sanifa lived and led, safely away
from the mycelium that hurt anyone who was not connected to it by their skin. The
Rumna described it as a stinging, like touching the stingers of a cluster of bees all at
once. This was why Sanifa also dressed thickly whenever he did enter the swamp.
His hut was not on this edge, but she had seen it before, and it was there that
he had brought her back home fifteen years ago after she had served the Rumna with her
body.
Her belly ached again, against her will, as she remembered that long year that
she was away from her home, living among the Rumna and trying to forget that the life
inside of her was not her own to keep. But she was grateful, and she knew that she had
served the Rumna well. It pleased her to know that Niena would accept this. The child
would be Ona’s way to Niena herself. This is what she would tell Lidda if she made it
home in time.
The Rumna who came to her now from the marshlands with his eagle was a
large man with red-brown hair and a ruddy face. The Rumna were fair skinned, but the
sun would muddy them in summer. This Rumna had been especially exposed to the sun
during his flights back and forth between the swamp and the mountain, and his red-toned
skin contrasted with his black tunic. Usually, the Rumna did not labor in the same way
that the Hypha did. But this Rumna had said to Ona before that flight was not labor to
him, and it even helped him with his meditation.
The Rumna did not speak to her as he counted the mushrooms. Ona watched
the eagle carefully. It pruned its long, bronze feathers, but its yellow eye was on her, too,
watching as though it might be judging her size. She knew its beak could break her neck.
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Her only consolation was that animals outside of the White Swamp did not have a taste
for moss.
When the man was finished, he separated a portion of mushrooms for Ona to
keep. She took these, and rowed back towards home, hoping she would arrive back in her
own area before Sanifa had left.
***
Ona was relieved, when she neared home, to see the island and the great bird
that she had seen through the mycelium resting there like a slick grey stream of water,
and then Sanifa, who rowed close to the island with Lidda at the head of the boat, her
hands tucked in her lap. He saw Ona and lifted a hand. She returned the gesture, and
Lidda also saw her, and she smiled.
When they had reached the shore of the island and climbed from their boats,
Ona embraced Lidda. The frail girl could not be eighteen, Ona thought. Had Ona been so
small and young before her own journey?
Lidda stepped back. “Thank you for coming,” she said. “I hoped—” Her
smile had gone, and fresh tears grew in her already pink eyes.
“You’ll be a wonderful Mother,” Ona said.
“I don’t know,” Lidda said. “Does it hurt?”
As she answered, Ona led her mind to those moments of peace she had on
Bar-Rum. The cool nights in her own room. Long walks through forests. Learning
meditation on the mountain with Soni, the Rumna teacher. Sitting beneath the mist of a
waterfall.
“There’ll be many good days,” she said, “And Soni will be there to teach you
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to rest. You’ll be stronger for it, and Niena will see that.”
Lidda attempted another smile, but then she frowned. “Didn’t you have
trouble, though, Ona? Weren’t you kept from going back?”
Ona again controlled her thoughts, pushing away the ache. “The child is fine,
and so am I.” She looked at Sanifa, who she now realized had already finished packing
Lidda’s few possessions and watched them solemnly with his hands held in front of him.
“Isn’t it fine?” Ona asked him. “The child?”
For a moment, Sanifa did not reply, and Ona forgot to breathe.
“Yes, it is well,” Sanifa said, still careful to avoid telling her the gender of the
child. The more a Mother knew about a child, the more difficult their separation was.
“See?” Ona said to Lidda. “What happened to me won’t happen to you
anyway. You’re strong.”
“But what happened to you?” Lidda said.
Ona suddenly felt hot. She thought back, searching for an answer, but none
came. Her memory was blank. She said, “What have you heard?”
“You couldn’t do it,” Lidda said, her voice soft.
“I don’t—” Ona tried to think back, but her thoughts skipped past the memory
to others like a rock skipping over water. She shook her head, slow. “It wasn’t so bad.”
How could she have forgotten? She had known for the past fifteen years what
had happened, and now it was gone.
No, not just now. She could not remember the last time she had let her mind
think back to that day. She had pushed it back and back, and now she could not reach it.
Lidda’s pink eyes filled again.
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“No, no,” Ona said. “You will be well.”
Lidda nodded. “Thank you,” she said again. “Do you think my Father’’ll be
alright?”
Ona remembered Nell. Her brother had been ill for five days without
improving. The red hypha now nearly covered him completely.
“I think he will,” Ona said, forcing a smile.
Lidda was not consoled.
“I’ll miss you,” Ona said, embracing her a final time. “But, we’ll see you very
soon.”
Sanifa helped the girl onto the bird’s back and climbed up behind her. The
bird took off by hopping and flapping and croaking, and it lifted up with its neck
stretched and its long legs poking like sticks behind it, and Ona watched until they were
small against the sky and the grey mountain beyond.
As Ona watched, she saw her own eighteen-year-old self crawling onto the
back of that old bird, frightened but elated, all curiosity and wonder and devotion. Lidda
would do well, she knew. She had not lied about that.
But what had happened to Ona so long ago? And why did she still feel empty
after all these years?
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Chapter Two
On the mountain of Bar-Rum, where the Rumna lived alongside the Rumna
school on the cliffside, a hill adjacent to the cliffs dipped into a shaded valley where
water fell in a ribbon into a deep, black pool. The Rumna named this the Pool of
Meditation, and it was here that young men and women meditated on Niena and the
Beyond.
Lenith, a boy of fifteen years with skin like dried soil, sat with his feet under him
and his eyelids facing the tower of water that dusted him in its spray. He tried to focus his
thoughts on Niena, the Goddess of the World. Not of her appearance, which he had not
seen, but of her wisdom and peace. During his deepest meditations, he had felt his body
leave the rock and the spray and even the hush of the water hitting the pool, his mind
fully separated. The feeling would follow him throughout his day, allowing him to
remember to not be petty, to remain calm, and to neither hate nor love the things or
people around him.
But today, Lenith still saw the red sun on his eyelids. He felt its heat. The spray
tickled his knees and nose. He imagined Mala, who sat across the pool from him, still
smiling with restrained laughter from having whispered to him on the way to the pool
that she had a dream about Soni as a baby. It had made her wonder if Soni had always
been serene and cool, or if she had once laughed. And Lenith, without thinking, had
enjoyed the humor of it.
“She must be ancient,” Mala had said as they walked the path through trees
down to the valley.
“Not as ancient as Niena,” Lenith said.
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“Niena was not born,” Mala said. She laughed. “Imagine Niena as a baby! ‘I
am Niena, Goddess of the World.’” She pitched her voice like an infant’s in mockery.
“That is not funny,” Lenith said, though he had laughed. “Niena was never a
baby.”
Mala could not stop laughing, and Lenith forced his lips together.
When they separated to opposite ends of the pool to meditate, she smiled at
him until he closed his eyes.
Now, only images of a talking baby sitting high on the mountain would come
to him. It was wrong to think of Niena that way. Niena was the Perfect One.
He opened his eyes, and he saw that Mala did not smile now. She was already
deep in her meditation.
He closed his eyes again and thought of the mountain, Bar-Niena, where
Niena lived. He and Mala and the others would travel there, each on their own, so that
they could finally become Rumna—a Spirit One. They had all longed to be Rumna like
their leaders. These were Niena’s wise followers and guides of many nations throughout
the world.
Mala had joked more over the the past few days, and he wondered if it was
fear that made her want to distract herself. It had been acceptable, when they were
children, to laugh and joke. Now, laughter was petty. It distracted them from important
things. They were meant to be separate from these kinds of distractions.
“Per-fec-tion,” Lenith said, letting each word out with an inhale or exhale of
his breath. “Per-fec-tion.”
Slowly, his mind slipped into nothingness, and he ascended.
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In an hour, Soni came to gather them at the front of the pool, where they sat
around her on a great slab of grey rock. Lenith sat trying not to touch the moss that grew
thick on the rock. It reminded him of the filthy organisms that grew in the White Swamp
on the trees and on Hypha’s skin.
Soni sat cross-legged, her gloved hands on her knees, her back straight and all
of her thin hair falling over one shoulder. Around her, Lenith, Mala, and the eight other
young Rumna their age waited for her to speak. She would tell them today, finally, what
to do on their journey to Bar-Niena.
Soni’s expression was as it always was—serene, her eyes soft, her lips parted, her
entire body light on the stones as though the wind might take her away. Watching her,
Lenith remembered what it meant to be Rumna. To be Spirit. It was the peace that she
had described. We are not here, Soni had said once. We stand with our minds in the sky.
Lenith leaned in as though it would help him hear better.
“You are all ready,” Soni said, finally, her voice smooth like an echo. “The ten of
you have pleased me and your teachers.” She paused, and looked at each of them without
hurry. “You have let go of the world, and that is not an easy task. You have learned to
trust nothing but your minds. You have suffered and risen above it.”
When she looked at Lenith, he felt cold, but he did not look away. He
remembered what she had said to him only a few days ago. You have a strong mind,
Lenith. You will be a wiser Guide than I one day.
Not all of the children around him would be Guides, he knew. Some would stay
on the mountain and learn. Lenith had wanted this once, but as he grew older, his
devotion to Niena was so strong, that he wanted to do more. He wanted to help others
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know her wisdom.
Soni’s eyes now fell on Mala, and her look changed. Her eyes narrowed, and
Mala’s fell away from her gaze like a sparrow fallen by an arrow. Mala lowered her head.
When Soni had looked at all of them, she spoke again.
“Each of you will leave on the day we have chosen for you,” she said. “The
journey will take two days. You will eat no food, and drink only rationed water. In the
Beyond you will not hunger or thirst, and your fasting so far has helped you separate
from your body’s needs. Once you have reached the top, you will see the forest and the
White Swamp and the Plains and more. This is the world that wants to tie you down—but
you have ascended it, not only in body, but in mind. On the peak is the closest physically
that you can be to the Beyond—except in your mind.”
Lenith looked at Mala, who sat to his left with two people between them, and she
looked back, her eyes wet. She shook her head, slow. He had never seen her cry before.
He wanted to ask her what was wrong, but Soni still spoke and watched.
“Do not be afraid. Soon, all of the things you have battled in your lives so far will
seem like nothing. When your belief has become realized by seeing the Perfect One, you
will not be tied down to these things. Your fears, your pain, your desires, your needs,
your grief. Whatever makes you angry or lazy or jealous—you will be free from it. Free
from these barriers, all of your actions and choices will be wise. You will live for the
betterment of others, knowing what is truly needed. You will see the truth in all things.
“But do not be like some Rumna who wait for the Beyond to take them away. Use
your gifts, and you will want nothing. Then, when your life here is ended, you will be
lifted into an even greater peace. This is why we do not attach ourselves to the things of

16

this world. We look Beyond.”
She paused again, then she said, “The order you will each go is this. Tomorrow,
Mala.”
Mala raised her head, her mouth falling open. Quickly, she closed it and bowed
her head as she had before.
“Then, Tor will go. Then Feyor . Then Lenith.”
Lenith also bowed.
Soni continued naming them until all ten knew their day.
“For now,” she said, “eat and sleep and meditate. You will not be what you are
for long.”
She stopped, and she rose to her feet. “Come,” she said.
“Wait.” Mala lifted a hand.
Soni’s gaze fell on her without expression.
“What will happen when we are on the mountain?”
Soni looked away from her, addressing everyone but her. “You all will see when
you complete your journey. Then it is not to be spoken of to anyone. You must hold it in
your mind alone.”
Mala’s hand fell back and shriveled into her lap.
Soni walked through them to the path that led back to the Cliffs where they lived.
The others rose and followed.
Lenith and Mala stayed, silently agreeing that they should do so. At first, Mala
did not look at him, then, when everyone was gone, she laughed.
“What?” she said. “Are you afraid?”
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“No,” Lenith lied. “I wanted to be sure you were okay. Soni did not seem—
herself.”
“She was herself,” Mala said. She grabbed a piece of rock and scraped it on the
slab where they sat. “She was her normal, wicked self.”
“Do not say that.”
“She hates me.”
“The Rumna do not hate other Rumna. We do not use that word unless we speak
of earthly things, or Hypha.”
“You are right. She does not enjoy my presence, then.”
“How do you know?”
“She is not pleased with me. She tells me so, when we are alone. She does not
believe I will become Rumna.” She picked at the slab with the rock piece, clicking and
scraping it and not looking at Lenith.
“But she put you first,” Lenith said.
“She is testing me,” she said. “She knows I will not succeed. She is quickening
my failure.”
“But why? You have succeeded so far.”
She laughed again. He did not understand why her laughter was almost never
happy.
“You have not noticed? I am not good at being Rumna. I pretend.”
“You pretend?”
“It is not so hard to close one’s eyes and repeat words. But Soni knows.”
Lenith did not know what to say. This was serious. If Mala could not become
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Rumna, then where would she go? She could not be a Guide, so she would have to stay
here with the other Rumna. Perhaps they would make her a servant, like the Hypha who
worked in the village.
“You will try to go to Niena?” Lenith said.
“Yes,” Mala said, squeezing the rock in her palm. “I must.” She tossed it into the
pool, and it barely made a drop. She looked back at him and smiled. “But you will do
well. You are the favorite.”
“I am not,” he said, his cheeks warming.
“You do everything well. It is as if you had no Hypha in you at all.”
“I sometimes still wonder why the Rumna even allow themselves to be partly
Hypha. It is disgusting. Why not be all Rumna?”
“I have asked myself the same thing. I am too Hypha. Everyone knows. My skin
is darker than anyone. I may as well start drowning people and saying things like fya and
in’t it hot as firesticks.”
Lenith laughed. “At least they are stupid enough to work for pebbles.”
Now Mala laughed.
“You will be alright,” Lenith said.
“We will see.”
Soon, they stood, and they followed the path to the Cliffs.
“I hope the best for you,” Lenith said.
“You sound like a Hypha,” Mala said. “We should not even be talking. But—I do
sometimes feel—” She looked at him and stopped walking.
Lenith stopped too. The way Mala looked at him made him feel uneasy.
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“Lenith?”
“What?”
“Do you ever feel like—” She stopped, tugging on a tail of black hair that fell
over her shoulder.
Lenith thought of the Hypha women and men. He had heard of how they married
one another and raised children together. It was disgusting to the Rumna to be so close to
someone.
He stepped away. “What are you trying to say?”
“Do not act like that,” Mala said. “I was going to say—” She breathed out through
her nose, then said, “Do you ever wonder if we are—related?”
Lenith exhaled. “Oh,” he said. “It does not matter, does it? I am sure many of
us are related.”
“I suppose. But we do look alike, a little. Others say so.”
“Maybe.”
He walked on, and she caught up.
He did not want to say that he had thought this many times. It was more than
appearance. Mala was like a sister to him. He had always been closer to her, making sure
she was alright. She had made him laugh, and he had encouraged her.
“Even if we are,” he said. “We should not act like it.” It hurt him to say it, and he
saw that it hurt her too. “It is wrong,” he continued. “We are not family.” He forced the
word out. “We are not—brother and sister.”
“No,” Mala said. “I suppose not.”
They walked on until they came to the stairs that led to the Cliffs. On the side of
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the mountain, the Rumna who came from the North long ago had carved their dwellings
in the rock. Their homes were coves joined by tunnels. These remained preserved when
the new school was raised out of the grey stone on the foundation of the lower hill. They
walked down these stairs, and, beyond these, to their left, the world opened up to forest
below, and, further, lower, the White Swamp, and then a brown-green strip that was the
Plains.
They came to the front door and, inside, passed through a roughly-carved
hallway. Their footsteps fell light but still echoed against the walls. They passed many
doors on either side before they reached Mala’s room.
“I will not see you for some time,” Mala said as she opened the door and stood
facing him in its opening.
“Goodbye,” Lenith said. He did not know what else to say.
“Goodbye.” She smiled faintly, and closed the door.
When he entered his own room, Lenith wished that Mala was not going before
him. He did not know how he would keep his mind clear and focused on Niena as long as
he did not know if Mala had succeeded.
But he must not think about her. He must not think of her as a sister or even a
friend. She was only another person. He must think about Niena.
He sat on his knees on a mat on his floor, and as he shut his eyes, he shut out
Mala piece by piece—her laugh, her smile, her eyes, so similar to his, the fear that
emanated from her like a strong scent—until she was gone, and he stood on a mountain
looking down on the White Swamp and the Plains with his mind in the sky.
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Chapter Three
In the heat of the day, the White Swamp’s thickest places offered the most
coolness. It was in a thick place like this, where the trees canopied into a living roof, that
Ona and her family prepared for her sister’s wedding.
There were few islands dry enough for walking where Ona’s family lived. The
ceremony would all take place in canoes below the canopy, lit by mushrooms that grew
in the trees and glowed green in the night. Ona had cultivated them here herself, using
ropes strung across the tree trunks for balance as she planted the trees with spores.
Ona arrived in time to see her other married sisters and brothers arrive with their
spouses and children. Her brother, Nell, had stayed behind with his wife, Ursa, and Ona
wondered how many others would be absent because of the red disease. Even those who
were not sick might not come to avoid getting it from anyone else.
Her parents, Sun and Joth, helped Willow prepare in the treehouse, where now
only they would live after Willow was married. Soon, Sun would be drawing out a pair of
white silk gloves from her wooden chest for her daughter to wear.
As a child, Ona would sometimes sneak into her mother’s chest and take out the
white gloves and pull them up her arm, completely covering the green moss etched on her
skin. Once, her mother had caught her. She had not been angry, but smiled and said,
“These are for a unity ceremony.” But then she frowned, sadly, and took the garments
from her. “These are not for you.”
Ona had watched as two of her younger sisters wore the gloves during their
ceremonies. As she had then, she would now be the one to pass the gloves to her sister,
Willow. As the oldest, this was her only duty besides being a Mother.
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Mother. It was a contradictory title. Looking around at her sisters and her
brother’s wives as they watched their children and bore them on their backs, Ona knew
that these younger women were the mothers. Ona would never truly be a mother in the
way that they were. She had born an “it” that she would never see or know. Her child
would have no mother, but Ona would have a child.
Her child would never suffer, but only because Ona suffered.
Her child would never hope, but only because Ona hoped.
Comforted, Ona sat now in her own canoe, waiting for everyone to arrive. When
she saw Jep approaching, she smiled. The oldest in the family, Jep was the only one who
Ona felt she could truly talk to.
But as he rowed his canoe toward her, his face firm and focused on the water, she
remembered, and her happiness left her. Jep had not been himself this past month, his
own grief finally, many believed, taking his mind. As he neared her, his stumped legs
were a reminder of what had happened that day many years ago.
Ona was not the only one who would live alone forever. Not long after Ona’s
return from Bar-Rum, a fire destroyed half of her family’s area of the swamp, and many
of its people. Jep had been with them when his wife, Elma, fell from a tree into the
flames. The fire had caught his own legs, which had to be amputated after an infection
almost killed him.
Ona’s moss puckered as chills crept over her. Elma had been four months
pregnant when she fell, and they had been married for only three months.
The fire had been the first in decades. Jep’s losses were deeper than Ona could
know. Grief was an emotion that the Hypha shared through their connection if they
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allowed it. This was healing to them. But Jep did not share his grief, and Ona believed
that this was why his sadness still lingered, and why it had consumed his mind. He had
never let it go, and it showed on his face even now, deep in the lines beneath his eyes.
A few months ago now, Jep had told the family that he had seen Elma. He
claimed that she had been taken by Rumna during the fire and was only now
communicating to him through mycelium. He used this illusion to create a small group of
rebels, including Colt, Willow’s betrothed. These rebels believed the Rumna were liars
and thieves. The illusion was so impossible that Ona believed these men and women only
followed Jep because of the depth of his emotion. He had always been a charismatic
leader, which made some love him and others hate him.
Now, Jep bumped his boat against hers so that the water knocked between them.
He laughed.
Ona nodded. “Jep.” She had barely spoken to him since all of this happened, her
pain too heavy whenever she heard him speak about these things.
Jep’s black curls were blended with dark moss, and the moss on his skin, almost
always dirty somehow, had been freshly cleaned.
“Weddings have always been hard for us, haven’t they?”
Ona nodded again.
“It’s still hard,” he said. “I know I can’t go to her.”
“Why not?” Ona said. What reason had he made up that would keep him from
proving his story?
“I can’t,” he said, and his eyes flickered up to the canopy where the blue
mushrooms glowed. “Those’ve always been my favorite,” he said.
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Ona looked away, disappointed by his answer.
“You saw Lidda,” he said. “Are you alright?”
“Yes. I saw her off. Encouraged her. She’ll do better than me. She’s strong.”
Jep did not respond, and now the lines on his face deepened in a new way, his jaw
tightened.
“What is it?” Ona said.
“Do you still believe what they made you do was good?”
Ona stiffened. “Yes.”
“I’m sorry,” he said. But he did not look at her as he said it, and his hands gripped
his oar so tightly that his hands shook. “I hate to think how you suffered.”
“Suffer?” Ona had not thought of it this way. She was lonely, yes, and she often
longed to see her child, but this was what she had been chosen for. “My only suffering is
that I was too weak to go back. I gave them one child. It’s not enough.”
“You’d go back?”
“Yes. If I could.”
“Drown it,” he cursed under his breath.
When he looked at her again, it gave her chills. His cheeks had reddened in anger.
“I wouldn’t give them anything more,” he said, his voice strained. “Why give
those drowners any more of our children?”
“They aren’t ours,” Ona said.
Every Hypha knew that the Rumna were spiritual people who remained separated
from the world in every way, and this meant that they could not have their own children.
Rumna men and Hypha women joined together to conceive future Rumna.
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“Why Hypha women?” Jep said. “Why can’t both be Rumna?”
“They would live too close,” Ona said. She had never been told this, but it was a
reasonable answer. “The women’d want to see the children. And they’d have nine months
of connection. It’s not right. This is the only way. It’s best this way.” She had to force
herself to remain calm. Jep had always understood her and comforted her. The man
beside her was not the same Jep who had fallen in love with Elma.
Jep had calmed on the outside, but Ona sensed that he raged beneath.
“I’m not angry with you,” he said. “But if you knew—Elma has spoken to me
again. I am sure that the Rumna are deceiving us.”
Ona’s frown settled into a blankness. She never knew what to say when he
talked about this. “She spoke again?”
“Yes,” His voice had fallen into a whisper. “She is—not well.”
Ona stared, but said nothing.
“I know you think I’m crazy,” Jep said. “Like our parents. Like the others. I
understand it from you—you never—” He paused, then said, more calmly. “You were
never connected to someone like this. Elma was me. I was her. You don’t understand—”
Ona’s chest tightened. “I want to understand that,” she said. “It wasn’t my choice
to be—” She touched her stomach. “—this. But I’m grateful to be this.”
Jep breathed heavily and said nothing. Then, “You don’t see your own suffering.”
The ache in Ona’s chest climbed to her throat, cutting off her words.
Jep said, “I’m sorry, Ona. I am—afraid.” His eyes flickered as he said it. “For our
people. I want you on my side.” He searched her own eyes.
Ona shifted away. “I have seen the Rumna. You forget that. I didn’t see anything
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evil about them.”
“You saw what they wanted you to see. They have—a strange power.”
“Why haven’t we seen that before?”
“We did—long ago. When they protected us the first time from invaders.”
“We weren’t born then.”
“But there are stories—tales of the Rumna making people see things that weren’t
there.”
“Only stories. People like to make things interesting.”
“You’re afraid for the child. You’re afraid you’re wrong. Because, if you are,
then the child’s not safe.”
Ona’s chill became hot, and she said nothing.
They both looked away, towards the treehouse where their parents now exited
with Willow between them.
The swamp had darkened, and the mushrooms glowed translucent blue. Further in
the swamp, dozens of spots of torchlight blazed as Colt, Willow’s betrothed, approached
with his family of White Hypha.
Soon, the canoes surrounded a single canoe where Willow and Colt, the new
couple, stood holding one another’s hands. Ona had placed the white gloves over her
sister’s hands so that her mycelium and Colt’s would not join yet. At the end of every
canoe stood red torches casting dancing flickers across the faces of the Tree and White
Hypha who were divided by Willow and Colt in the center.
This division was traditional, but it felt even tenser tonight.
The White Hypha were wary of Jep ever since he had his vision of Elma and
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began gathering Hypha into his cause against the Rumna. Not long after this, he had
convinced Colt to join him in this rebellion, and Colt’s family hated him for it.
This rebellion was especially insulting in this time of crisis with the new,
unknown disease spreading among the Tree Hypha. If she wanted, Ona could touch
mycelium and reach out to a sick Hypha across the swamp and feel their pain. Even
without touching it, she felt it, though not as strongly, subtle enough that she could forget
if she tried. The White Hypha feared this disease, and, like she had suspected, many had
not come.
Many were missing from the Tree Hypha as well. Ona counted twenty-one who
had not come, and she knew that at least twelve were sick.
Jep still sat to her left in his canoe, and his heavy expression showed Ona that he,
too, was aware of the White Hypha’s feelings towards him now. Jep’s shortened legs lay
hidden by the rim of his canoe, but anyone who saw him would have no difficulty
recognizing him.
She suddenly sympathized with him. Whatever madness he carried was not his
fault, and it came only from grief and concern. He angered Ona, but she still cared for
him.
She placed her hand on top of his. In this way, their mycelium joined for a
moment, and they could share their feelings. He looked at her deeply and touched her
shoulder.
Ona sent him her sympathy, but Jep used his mycelium to show Ona an
image. In the image, Ona saw herself. This imaginary image of her was younger than she
was now, and she stood where Willow now stood in the canoe. She wore white gloves
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and held the hands of a man whose face was in shadow.
Ona pushed herself away and removed her hand. Jep wanted her to be angry,
she realized. He wanted her to hate the Rumna like he did for taking these things away
from her. But she would not.
She touched his hand again and directed his attention to the White Hypha
across from them, letting him feel their murderous anger toward him, and then her own
fear. But now Jep removed his hand, and they did not look at one another again while the
ceremony continued.
Willow touched her abdomen with one hand, already curved from the child
within it, and Colt ran his hand through her black hair. Then he removed her gloves, one
at a time, and handed them back to Ona. The couple clasped hands, and, as they did,
white mycelium rose up from their palms to their fingers and wrists and arms, folding
around each other until they were blended into one web.
The families cheered, each calling in their distinct sounds of pleasure. Ona
and her family lifted their hands and rolled their tongues and cried out, while the White
Hypha banged on the sides of their canoes and hollered.
As they cheered, the couple sat in their boats and were pushed off by their
fathers away from the treehouse where Willow had grown up. They picked up oars and
rowed on, away from their families, into the dark with only their torch at the head of their
boat.
The Hypha called out to them until their torch was only a spark in the
distance. Then the crowd quieted, and there was only the rustled crackle of the torches
and the cold stares of the White Hypha upon the man who had led the small rebellion out
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of madness.
Jep returned their stares with surprising calm.
He touched Ona’s shoulder, letting her know he was not angry or afraid.
Instead, what consumed him was a passion for others to know the truth.
Ona shook her head at him, but that did not stop him from speaking.
“We’ve been tricked,” he said. “We’ve all been fooled by the Rumna, and it
must stop.”
Hypha on both sides roared at this, pounding their boats and shouting, “No!
Liar! Don’t listen to him! Drown him!”
A woman raised her arms from the White Hypha side. It was Eruth. Ona
knew her as a Mother who had borne twelve children for the Rumn and who now had a
great influence on her people. She was a large woman with heavy muscles and a wide
face covered in a blue-green moss. She spoke in a deep voice to Ona’s parents.
“Joth. Sun. Listen to my family.” She lowered her arms again. “We’re afraid.
You’ve let Jep spread his drowning lies about the Rumna. Now some of you are keeping
your own harvest and give nothing to the Rumna. You can’t keep letting this happen. I’ve
talked to Sanifa. He is angry, and all the Rumna will be angry if this goes on.”
“We’ve tried to stop him,” Joth said, softly. He was a tall man for Hypha, his
arms large from years of rowing the swamp to bring goods to Rumna and Nomads. But
he was a man of little emotion, and his voice was like leaves rustling.
“It’s not enough,” Eruth said.
“What would you do?” Joth said.
The White Hypha spoke up in their anger again, saying, “Drown him!”
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Eruth ceased them again. “No violence!” she said. “We banish him until he’s
found his mind.”
“Banish?” Sun said. Ona’s mother looked at Jep, her eyes, curtained by low,
moss-covered eyelids, as wide as they could be. She was small and slender next to her
husband, her hair less white. She said, “You can’t tell us what to do with our son. Would
you banish your own child?”
Eruth frowned. “I understand your feelings. As a Mother, I’ve had to let go of
many children. We’ve all watched your son grow, Sun. We care for our own, don’t we?
But you must see how his—illusions—have hurt us.”
Now Jep straightened. Unable to stand, he raised himself on his hands so he
could be seen. He did not speak. He pressed his own hand to a tree. Ona and the others
who had Tree Hypha within them also touched trees or soil.
Immediately, Ona saw nothing but a woman in a dark room, dark hair grown
long down her face and chest and waist, and thick, red mycelium holding her like a
spider’s web holds a fly, but wrapped around her, pressing her to a black wall. The red
mycelium was like the disease in the swamp.
When Ona could see again, she saw that everyone else had seen it too—their
eyes were wide, and their bodies tensed.
“This is my Elma,” Jep said. “This is what they did to her. The Rumna.
They’d do it to any of us.”
“It’s a lie!” Eruth said. “An illusion! You’re too grieved to know it.”
Jep looked at Ona, but she could not look back. Her heart pounded. This was
a new image than Jep had seen before. He said he had only seen her one other time, and
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the girl had been among only white mycelium. She had been healthy and strong, and this
image had given Jep hope and life. Now, she was entirely different, and Jep was pained.
“Believe me,” he said to her. “Please.”
Ona pressed her lips together and looked away. Something within her wanted
to believe, if only so Jep did not have to grieve Elma twice. But, even if it was real, this
suffering could only make his pain worse.
“How many have joined him now?” Eruth asked Joth. She knew that Joth’s
connection to his tribe was strong. He knew all that happened.
Joth’s face rested into a scowl for a few moments, then he said, “Sixteen.”
“And who are they?”
“You’d banish them? From our own tribe?”
“We could learn from the Rumna,” Eruth said. “Mothers like me know about
letting go what’s not good for us.” She looked directly at Ona, then away again.
Many White Hypha now raised their voices. A short, husky man said, “We
can’t banish them all! We need them! Banish Jep!”
This sent an uproar of agreement from both sides. Ona’s knees trembled, and
she crouched in her boat for balance. Jep also lowered himself, but his expression,
resolute, did not change.
Finally, Sun lifted her head from where she had hidden her face in her palms,
and said, loudly, “It must be.”
“No!” Ona’s voice escaped before she could think.
Eruth’s eyes grew, her brows curled.
Ona wanted to spit at the woman. If she was closer, she might have.
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“It would kill him!” she said.
“Quiet,” Joth said. “We’ve all decided.”
Jep’s hand fell on Ona’s arm, and he sent her a feeling of peace. “It’s alright,
Ona.” Behind that peace, Ona felt his grief. It was not alright. It was wrong.
“Tell me who else must go,” Eruth said to Jep.
“Only me,” Jep said. “I led them. Let them choose to follow me or not follow
me.” He looked around the crowd. “If you stay, no more rebellion. Go with me, or stay
and be slaves.”
For a long moment, only the sounds of insects and frogs and night birds sang
in the swamp.
Ona watched as every Hypha she knew to be on Jep’s side remained still and
silent. Beside her, Jep was unmoved, and yet she saw the flickering of his eyes, the
desperate search for hope.
A group of White Hypha men laughed cruelly. Eruth grinned.“None,” she
said. “Then—”
“Wait!” Ona said. She stood again, her knees shaking. “Wait!”
Everyone watched her. Her mouth had gone dry, and she struggled to force
out the words that had only just come to her as the only way to help her brother.
“Please,” she said. “Let me go to Bar-Rum.”
Eruth’s brow curled. “Why?”
Sweat gathered on Ona’s forehead. She said, “To find out the truth.”
Jep searched her now, looking for her support. She nodded to him.
“How will you do that?” Eruth said.
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“I’ll offer to be a Mother again. If they’ll take me. I’ll have months to find out
the truth then. If it’s true, we bring Jep back home. If it’s not—”
“No,” Jep said. “Don’t do this.” He faced the others. “I’ll accept banishment.”
“Then you go with me,” Ona said. “We find out the truth together.” To
everyone, she said, “When we find out it’s not true, Jep will stop the rebellion, and he can
come home.”
Beside her, Jep had reddened in anger and scowled at her.
“Drown it, Ona.”
But the other’s had grown quiet, whispering to one another. Joth and Sun said
nothing, and only held each other’s hands and waited.
Jep finally spoke. “We won’t go. It’s too dangerous. We would be enslaved
before we found Elma. They’ve probably heard us talking about this now. They’ll be
ready.”
“It’s your choice, then,” Eruth said. “You can be banished on the Plains, or
you can prove to yourself that your mind has fooled you.”
Jep turned to Ona. “You can’t come.”
“Someone has to,” Ona said. “If what you’re saying is true, we’re all slaves
already.” She had lowered her voice, but now she touched him to be sure he understood.
She showed him her loneliness, and then her longing to find her own child, if only to see
it, and to know that it was safe with the Rumna. She showed him how she had nothing
here but him, how she would do anything to keep him here.
Finally, she said, aloud, “Please.”
Jep had softened as the images and feelings passed between them, and now he
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bent to embrace her tightly. When he pulled away, he nodded to his father and mother.
“We will go.”
Eruth lifted her hand. “Then go quickly.”
The people were pleased. They lingered only a little longer, their voices a
deep thrum as they spoke to one another, gathered their families, and began rowing away.
Ona had lowered into her boat again as her limbs shook and her heart
quivered. Jep sat beside her in deep thought, his hand to his lips and his eyes shut.
Slowly, the tribes dispersed to their homes, the water knocking against trees
and canoes until they were gone and the water’s surface stilled.
Joth and Sun waited until everyone’s torches had faded before they asked that
Ona and Jep stay with them that night.
“I’m afraid for you to be alone,” Sun said. “Joth will send for a bird early, and
you can go.” She was not angry, but her gaze flickered across the swamp in fear.
“Just come back quickly,” Joth said. Ona had never seen him worried in this
way. Now that Eruth and the others had gone, he showed his love and fear for his
children, as old as they were. “Come,” he said.
“We’d like to speak,” Ona said, looking at Jep. “Then we’ll come.”
As Joth and Sun climbed the ladder to their treehouse, Jep and Ona stayed in
the canoe. They watched their parents until they entered through the curtain of vines and
disappeared.
The mushrooms still glowed, and the white light of the moon passed through
the canopy, where the leaves did not overlap, and caught Jep’s eye. The subtle roar of
insects swelled as the night thickened and the air cooled.
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Ona touched his shoulder, which was bare except for the moss, and they
shared their feelings. Ona’s was deep, like a dull ache in the abdomen. Jep’s sharp,
pointed, like a thorn jabbed into skin.
“I’m afraid,” Ona said. She showed him how her memory of her labor had
gone, and how she did not know if she was ready.
“You don’t remember?” Jep said.
“Oh, Jep,” she said. “What happened to me?”
Jep put his arm around her, and she dropped her head on his shoulder.
“You never told us everything,” he said. “But I won’t let it happen again.”
“What if they don’t accept me?”
“Then good. It’d be better that way.”
Ona raised her head. “I have to do this.”
“Then you should remember what happened after.”
He touched her shoulder, and though Ona tried to draw back, she saw herself,
pale, her cheeks and stomach and arms still rounded from pregnancy, sitting in a canoe
with Sanifa rowing behind her.
Her arms were fixed tightly to her side, but not of her own will. She was
bound by thick rope. Her head sagged, defeated. Then she looked up, and she must have
seen Jep, because her eyes swelled, and her mouth opened in a cry of anguish.
“Please, take me back!” she said. “Take me back!”
Sanifa did not respond. When they reached the shore, he and Jep helped Ona
out of the boat. Her legs were also bound, and they lay her on the soft earth where she
squirmed and cried.
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“Please! I want to see it! Bring it back to me!”
Sun and Joth were also there now. Sun bent over Ona and held her.
“Ona will no longer be a Mother,” Sanifa said to Joth. “She was not ready and
has caused us great trouble.”
Sanifa then turned and left, and Ona lay weeping in the dirt.
When Jep bent over her, Ona raised her head and looked past him. Jep’s gaze
also turned.
Elma stood there, her hand over a small curve in her abdomen.
Ona threw her head back into the dirt. “I’m happy for you,” she said, but her
voice was bitter and scratched from her screams. “You’ll be happy. You’ll be happy.”
She wept again, this time silently, her chest shaking, and she covered her
eyes.
“Drown them,” she said. “Drown them.”
“No, no, Ona,” Jep said. “You’ve done well.”
She lowered her hands and shook her head. “I failed. Why did they choose
me, Jep? Why did I have to be the oldest?”
She curled onto her side.
Joth bent by her and slowly cut her bounds. Even when she was free of them,
she lay there, shaking, begging to see her child.
Now, Jep removed his hand from Ona’s shoulder, and the image was gone.
Ona shook more deeply now, and he held her until she calmed.
She tried, but she still could not remember anything before the moment that
Jep had shown her. She only knew that she had not been ready to give up the child. She
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had failed.
“I want to see it,” she said. “Even now. It must be fifteen years old.” She
smiled. “It will be going to the mountain soon to be changed.”
“You can’t be a Mother again,” Jep said. “Look what it’s done to you.”
“It’s the only way. I know I’m not ready, but I’m not ready to lose you
either.”
“Ona,” Jep said. He did not say anything else. He held her again. Ona knew
that, even in their disagreement, they would stay together. They would learn the truth
about the Rumna.
But even as she spoke about her faith in the Rumna, she knew that Jep had
been right when he had said that she feared she was wrong. Inside, she was terrified. If
Jep was right, her whole life had meant nothing. Her sacrifice meant nothing.
And her child—
Her child. She had more than one reason to go to the mountain. She wanted to
show Jep the truth so that he would not be banished. But, if the truth was that the Rumna
had deceived them, then Ona had another plan.
She would find her child. She would do anything she could to find it. And she
would bring it home.
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Chapter Four
Lenith tried several times to blow out his torch before he succeeded, his breathing
quick and shaky. Finally in complete darkness, the cave was not as claustrophobic, the
black space open to the possibility that he was in a large room rather than a narrow
passage of hard rock.
Cool air nicked Lenith’s skin, but he sweated, his body burning him from inside.
He crouched on the floor, his legs numb, and tried to slow down his breath by counting.
But he still saw Mala. Not the real Mala, but the Mala he imagined—lying somewhere in
the forest, her face pale. That was as far as he could think. Any other image might make
him mad. Already he heard Soni’s words again and again—“She never returned from the
mountain. We believe she has died.”
Soni was always calm, and she was calm when she said this.
But Lenith and the other children, as they sat upon the hard rock by the pool, had
to fight harder for this steadiness of spirit.
She had used the word “died.” Dead. Death. They were not words Rumna used
for their own people. When a Rumna’s body failed them, they moved forward. Their
spirits took them to Niena. Only wicked Hypha or Nomads or others who did not follow
Niena died, their bodies and spirits both buried in the ground. It was not a mistake that
Soni had said it. Soni made no mistakes with her words.
If Mala’s body had failed her, she had not been close enough to Niena to live on.
Lenith could not tell if his eyes were opened or closed, and he blinked to be sure.
He stared into the dark as his mind tried to shape it into images he recognized—the trees
outside of the cave, the moon, the cave opening. Then into random things—faces, animal

39

and human, and a ceremonial fire. His water basin. His bed. The window on his door.
And, again, Mala’s face, but this time before she left the mountain, when it was curious
and thoughtful, yet always poised as if she might break out into laughter at any moment.
But he was not here to think about her. He was here to escape. With only a night
left before his own journey, he had to separate from his feelings about Mala, or Niena
would not accept him.
This part of the cave was where young Rumna learned to meditate. It was the
quietest place to be, and the darkest. No distractions but the beating of one’s heart. He
knew how to meditate with distractions now, but today he could not. Today he needed
more.
He thought of where he wanted to be now, somewhere he had never been but
could imagine. The ocean. Yes, the ocean, miles of forest from here, where the
gargantuan herbivores did not graze. He remembered what Soni said. How their people
had come from the North across the sea, how their fair skin and ruby hair awed those who
lived here. She described the ocean once. She had shown it to him, the way that more
experienced Rumna were able to do through shared meditation.
As he closed his eyes, he imagined it—warm water on his toes, like the water in
his basin but stretched out until it met the sky, and moving backward and forward, like a
Hypha pushing laundry back and forth over the washboards. The color like the sky, but
with green tints. Rock and shells crumbled under his feet. White light glared in his eyes
from the sun’s reflection on the sea. Behind him, trees rippled in a breeze. He stood
alone, staring beyond.
He could stay here, he decided, until it was over. Until Mala was found and taken
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back to be burned.
The thought quaked the illusion. The scene rippled and shook until Lenith
stabilized it by thinking about each detail again—the sound like a heavy wind, the salt
smell, the warmth.
He breathed again, but his limbs shook.
Mala stood beside him, the wind breaking over her hair and swirling it like a
whirlwind of dark fallen leaves.
“I feel like you are my sister,” he said aloud.
She looked at him, and her hair brushed over her face. “You should not say
that. We do not have families here.”
“But do you not feel that we are family?”
“You must be careful. These meditations are for separation, not connection.
You must be careful with your mind, Lenith. Your mind is all that you are. Do not let me
in too close. You will never be Rumna if you think this way.”
Lenith covered his eyes. “I know.” He opened them, and it was darker now, the
clouds molded into dense fog.
The woman beside him had changed too. Her brown skin paled, her hair grown
long and white. She was no longer Mala, but Soni.
“Why are you here?” she said.
“To be alone.”
Her eyes shifted to him and then away. “That is not what I saw.”
The illusion shivered. It was even darker now.
“I do not want her to die.”
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“It is not about want,” Soni said—the real Soni, looking at him now with icy blue
eyes. “It is about wisdom. You must let her go,”
Lenith’s jaw tightened.
The sounds and smells of the ocean ceased. The blue sky dimmed. Lenith
smelled the damp of the cave, the sound of silence interrupted only by his and Soni’s
breathing.
He held the image of a speckling of light on the water for a little longer, but
soon it was all gone. A torch sparked to life before him, illuminating Soni.
She was not beside him as she was in the illusion. She stood over him, ducking
low beneath the cave ceiling so that her hair fell over the sides of her face and a hand
touched his shoulder.
“You must not do this again, Lenith,” she said. “Rumna do not mourn.”
Lenith rose, his legs still quivering. Soni gazed at him long until Lenith
showed that he understood with a bow, then she led him from the cave until the moonlit
sky appeared and they stepped again onto grass.
“This suffering is good,” Soni said, her long silk pants rustling grass. Lenith
gazed into the flaming torch until his eyes burned.
He had been the one she praised. She had hoped in him. Everyone had.
“I have failed.”
“We all fail sometimes. But when you have learned to let go and exist beyond
desire and hope, you will have learned to live without pain. You will be wise.”
Lenith bowed again, but he trembled and continued to walk beside her. He knew
that pain strengthened the mind. He had been taught this at a young age. Even some of
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the older Rumna punished themselves when they found themselves feeling too connected
to their lives. Many suspected, though no one knew for sure, that the white scars on
Soni’s arms had been inflicted by herself in a time of temptation.
Lenith had not shifted his gaze from the flame, and now when he looked at
Soni her face was dark.
“There is no chance of her surviving?”
“No.”
Lenith clamped his mouth shut, but it trembled anyway, and his chest tightened.
“You have forgotten your teaching,” Soni said. “The Hypha are concerned
about these things, Lenith, and it is their weakness. They kill each other for life, and they
destroy themselves with mourning.”
“But we want eternal life in the Beyond.”
“Yes, in the Beyond. Not here. No one is meant to continue living on and on
here.”
“You do not believe Mala will live on.”
Soni did not hide a troubled frown then, or a slight pulsing in her temple. “Mala
had too much Hypha in her, Lenith. There was nothing we could do.”
Soon, they reached the staircase to the Cliffs. Soni stepped aside so that Lenith
could walk ahead of her down the stairs that twisted from the cliff dwellings to the
school. Beyond these steps to their left, the world opened up to forest below, and, further,
the swamplands, but in the moonlight everything was one shape and color.
They came to the front door and, inside, passed through the great hallway of rock.
Their footsteps fell light yet echoed against the carvenous walls. They passed many
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wooden doors on either side before they reached his own. Then Soni stopped.
“Lenith,” she said, facing him and bending enough to look him in the eye. “You
have always been a wise boy. As a teacher, you have pleased me. But I have seen again
and again how this girl has been your weakness. Let this be the end of your connection to
her. You are free to let go now.”
Lenith bent his head. “I understand.”
“Good.”
She left him, and he went into his room, still illuminated by candle light. He
washed his face in the stone basin by his sleeping mat and dried it with the goat wool
towel. Then he changed into his silk night shirt that he kept with his other clothes in a
wooden trunk.
He lay on his mat, but he did not close his eyes, fearing that darkness would only
bring back the sight of Mala dying alone, her spirit trying to ascend to Niena, but flailing
in the dark.
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Chapter Five
Ona woke early and turned over on the bison skin mat her mother had laid out
for her. Jep lay across the room, still asleep, his mouth slightly open, his hair matted to
one side. She could not help but smile at her brother and remember the vitality he had in
his youth, when he was in love with a girl who braided her hair in a twists on her head,
who barely spoke but, when she did, spoke carefully and wisely. Jep, always strong,
talkative, and risk-taking, softened in her presence. His voice grew quieter, his posture
gentler. The rough hands, which carved tools out of the wood that he labored to find and
cut from the sturdier trees on the swamp’s edge, could hold Elma’s as one would hold a
small bird. The angled muscles, shaped from many years of climbing and harvesting and
rowing, rested gently around her shoulders.
Now, Jep’s hands were still calloused from carving, and his arms still held
some muscle from rowing, but his legs were thin and small.
Ona slid from beneath her tie-worm blanket and saw that her mother was
asleep beside an empty mat. Her father had already gone to send for a bird at the edge of
the forest where the Nomads met for trading goods. He would tell them that they needed
a bird, and they would send a Nomad to them. It might take many hours before one
arrived, but they needed time to pack their things and plan for their journey.
Ona rose and pushed back the curtain of woven vines that formed the back
wall of the treehouse and stepped out onto the ledge. She breathed the swamp’s rich,
earthy aroma and felt the first light of sun on her skin as it ascended the swamp canopy
and touched one side of the distant Bar-Rum. From here, the mountain looked
uninhabited and tree-covered, though Ona knew the paths that wound from the forest to
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the base and up and around the sides, and she knew how the trees parted on one side and
opened up into a clearing where the Rumna village lay.
As the sun ascended, its light dispersed the white fog, and it highlighted dark
leaves of the white cypress trees in yellow. Between the mountain and the swamp, the
forest and marsh lay thick in shadow. Ona wondered if Sanifa had returned from his
journey with Lidda, and if he would see her and Jep as they crossed.
Hypha never left the swamp unless they were Mothers, and always with
Sanifa. Away from the swamp, the moss on their skin dried up and fell away, and their
skin burned and stung. It took a long time to regain their mycelium once this was done,
though they always had it within them.
This is what Ona had experienced as a Mother. She did remember this. The
moss shriveled, pinching the skin beneath it, and tore off, taking some skin with it. She
bled and itched until her skin healed. This was an essential process for Mothers. Their
children were not to be born with moss or mycelium on their skin. Whatever mycelium
remained on the infants was removed, or it naturally fell away with time.
Ona still struggled to remember everything that had happened, even after Jep
had shown her how she had returned. She did remember enough to believe that the
Rumna had been good to her. If Jep had seen Elma, it could not have been for the reason
he said it was—that she had been enslaved by Rumna. Ona could not believe this, though
she wanted to believe that Elma was alive, and that her brother could be happy. But no
happiness would come to the White Swamp if they discovered Jep was right.
Yet, she knew that their journey might lead Jep deeper into his darkness, and
she shivered to think what this would do to him. She could only hope that the truth would
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allow him to finally let go. He could finally release his hold on Elma and his conspiracies
and live in peace among the other Hypha families. All would be well again.
But if Jep was right—Ona could not think this. The Rumna had been good to
them, and the Hypha had devoted themselves to this truth. Any other truth would change
everything.
Ona heard her Sun and Jep stirring and speaking softly from inside. She sat
on the edge of the platform and let her legs dangle, remembering how this used to worry
her mother when she was a child. This was what mothers did. They worried about their
children.
Had she only chosen to go with Jep because of her worry over her child? This
child who she was never meant to know? For so long, Ona had no hope for her child to
return or for it to be connected to her as she had been when it was within her—when she
had felt it growing and moving inside and had spoken to it when she lay alone. But now
she realized something even less than hope had existed in her all these years, something
so small but large enough to kindle this second grief—a desire only to see it. To watch it
from a distance for even a small moment and see who this child was. She thought before
that she had drowned this and all desires connected to the child. She had worked it out of
herself with her work, the business of her hands, her dedication to her family. But here it
was, just as it had been as she lay bound and weeping into soil.
Even as she regretted her selfishness, she knew she never would have pursued this
desire if not for Jep. If helping him was all she accomplished, she would be glad. She
would do anything to help him.
And yet. If she were on the mountain, she might see the child. Would she
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recognize it? If she did, would she call out to it, or watch from a distance, silent, as she
should?
But she should not ever see it, she reminded herself. It was wrong to desire this.
She would not seek the child. If she happened to see it, then—what? Then she would be
glad, even if the temporary gladness increased her pain. It would be a good pain, if pain
could be good, to miss a face and a voice along with a thought.
“You are ready?” Jep had crawled past the vine wall and sat with his arms
holding him up behind her.
“No,” Ona said. “Only thinking.”
“Too much thinking,” he said, and smiled so that she knew he was joking. It
was an accusation his siblings often said to him.
“I am your sister,” Ona said. “Mother says we are the most alike in the
family.”
Jep frowned. “I’m sorry,” he said, and laughed.
In the house, Jep moved around using his hands and dragging his legs behind
him. It still made Ona sad to see, but she reminded herself that it could have been worse.
He could have died along with Elma. Or he could have died when his legs were
amputated. But the Hypha doctor, Leaf, had discovered strong medicinal uses for many
of the mushrooms and mosses in the White Swamp, and these saved his life.
Sun cooked a light breakfast of eggs and mushrooms in a clay oven—made
by Nomads—while Jep filled sacks with clay jars of water, and Ona selected dried
mushrooms that hung from the ceiling to pack.
When Sun had finished cooking, she handed Ona a shell of food. As she did,
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her hands touched Ona’s, their mycelium brushing, and Ona felt her concern. She looked
at Ona deeply, and her thoughts passed to her. Thoughts of protection. Fear. Hope. Then
she touched her shoulder more deliberately.
The image she saw was similar to the one Jep had shown her. A memory.
She, Ona, sat on the ledge of the platform where she had just now been sitting, but she
was younger, nineteen, and her skin had not yet recovered its moss and mycelium after it
had fallen away on Bar-Rum. From Sun’s view beside her, she saw that her eyes were
tired and blank. Her hair was tangled around her, but she did move to fix it. Her breasts
were still large, and Ona remembered how they had ached for many days. Her hand
rested on her stretched stomach.
“Fya,” she said, watching the mountain. “Fya, fya.”
Sun placed her hand on Ona’s leg. “Shh,” she said. “Not now.”
Ona slapped her Mother’s hand away. “You don’t know.”
“Fya,” Sun said. “Don’t I?”
Now, Ona realized she had not said the word in a long time. Fya—it was the
cord that attached a mother to her child, a word Hypha mothers called their children in
affection.
Soni had told her never to use that word. The cord must be cut.
The image faded, and Sun’s hand fell away.
“Secrets?” Jep said with a half-smile.
Sun handed Jep his bowl. “Yes, but you can’t complain.”
“I can,” Jep said, and his laugh rang truer today, lightened by his hope.
Ona still looked at her mother, but Sun had sat and begun eating her own eggs
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with her hands.
They each sat cross-legged on their mats as they ate. They would not need to
pack any more food. The journey would not be long. But they still needed a plan.
Ona chewed on a soft white mushroom in thought, then said to Jep, “Where
do you think Elma is?”
It was strange to ask as if the image Jep had shown them was real. But if they
were to find the truth, they must go where Jep believed she was.
“I saw her in the cave,” he said. “But they might have moved her.”
“There are caves on the mountain?” Sun said.
“Yes,” Ona said, but softly. A memory filled her mind for a half second, like
a drop of water that then dries into moss.
In this image, Ona sat on hard rock, blackness all around her except where
Soni stood with a torch casting orange light onto her grey tunic and white hair. Then Soni
turned away, and walked deep into the cave, casting rings over the cave’s wall, until she
was gone. In the blackness, Ona heard his footsteps and felt the air move around her.
Then hands—soft, uncalloused, long-fingered—touched her, manipulated her.
She never saw him.
“You look white as a Rumna,” Jep said.
Ona blinked. She had stopped chewing, but now she swallowed and drank
from a clay cup.
“I’m fine,” she said, avoiding Jep and Sun’s stares.
“Do you know where the caves are?”
Ona lowered her cup to the floor and tried to remember.
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Soni had walked with her down a rough path, worn down over time by
people’s continually walking it. It was not a long walk from the Cliffs. Maybe a mile.
“Yes,” she said. “Only, I don’t know if there’s more than the one entrance.
But it’s secluded. Enough that we could get in without anyone seeing us.”
“Good.” Jep popped an egg into his mouth.
“But there’s another way,” Ona said. “The cave is where—” She stopped, not
sure how to say it. “If I offered to be a Mother again, they would take me there. If I could
escape—”
“No,” Jep said. His lightness had grown hard in an instant. “We go, we find
Elma, and we leave. You’re not staying with those—”
“Jep,” Ona said. “Please. Let me do this.”
Sun had eaten quietly, but now she looked at Ona as though she were about to
scold her. “You can’t do it again,” she said. “I’d go with Jep myself before I let that
happen.”
Ona’s cheeks warmed. “I have to.”
“Drown it, Ona,” Jep said. “Stop.”
Ona stood with her bowl and cup and dumped them in the wash bin and
scrubbed them harshly with a rag.
“What do you want, Ona?” Jep said. “What?”
Ona continued scrubbing, letting the motion of her hands take over her
frustration. “I want another chance.”
She stopped with her hands in the water. Then she turned back to Jep and
Sun. She wiped her hands on her clothes.
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“Ona,” Sun said. She struggled to get to her feet, and Ona helped her. “Ona,
you’ve hardly let go of the last one. How’ll you do it again?”
“She’s right,” Jep said. “You can’t go through it again.”
“I know,” Ona said. “I haven’t let go.” She breathed in deeply and then out
again, slow. “I still want to see it. That’s why I’d do it again. To be near it—him, her. I
want to know its name and its movements and its favorite things. How it talks. Its voice. I
don’t care if it knows me. I only want to know it, in a way. In the way I can know it from
a distance.”
The truth spilled more steadily, safely, than any lie she had ever told about
her feelings for her child.
Jep raised himself on his hands. “We’ll find it then,” he said. “We’ll take it
home.”
“No,” Ona said. “It’s where it belongs. I know that. But thank you, Jep.”
“It’s not right, Ona,” Sun said. “You know I’m more Hypha than anyone, and
I know what it’s like to be a mother, but I’ve seen how this child’s affected you.” She
pinched the skin of her own arm the way she did whenever she was stressed. “You’ll
make it harder for yourself. And what if it sees you? What if it knows?”
“Then it’ll know,” Jep said. “Mother, I’ll look after her.”
“I don’t know,” Sun said. “I don’t.”
“It’ll be fine,” Ona said. She smiled, but she did not know if this plan would
work. They could be seen, and the Rumna would be angry. They would have to lie
somehow. Or Ona could tell the truth—that her bother was insane, and this was the only
way to keep him from being banished.
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Or Ona could stay on Bar-Rum.
The thought had not come to her until now, and she turned away from Jep and
Sun so that they could not see if the thought was in her face.
She remembered the peace she had on Bar-Rum before her labor. She had
envied Soni and the other Rumna for their tranquility. They were like birds, she thought.
They did not worry about the past or future but cared for the day and for the greater
things. Ona could stay and learn more from Soni. She would not have to live here
wishing she had a different life. She could choose another way. This way had no pain or
regret. It had no desire for her child. She could be content.
But Soni might not allow it. No Hypha had ever chosen to live on Bar-Rum.
Even if Soni welcomed this, her family would not.
Her head ached. What did she want? Jep had asked that, and Ona had said she
wanted another chance. But what did she really want?
Peace. She wanted peace. She wanted it for both her and her brother. She
believed this journey would bring that. And she believed that, while Jep’s journey might
take little more than a day, her’s might be longer. After Jep had learned the truth, Ona
would find her child. Then, if she could, she would find Soni and find a way—whether it
meant she must be a Mother again or not—to stay.
As she bent to pick up Jep and Sun’s bowls to wash them, the treehouse
rattled, spilling the cups of water and causing Jep to fall back.
The rattling stopped, and a loud screeching cry pierced from the treetops.
Ona and Sun hurried together to the ledge.
Above them, and above the canopy, great grey sheets—or maybe clouds,
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shaped like giant hands—settled over the trees. Then they folded inward, and perched in
a nearby tree.
“The heron!” Ona said.
The great heron, even larger than Sanifa’s, stretched its snaking neck and yawned,
then shook as if to wake itself. From its beak hung two long leather straps that were held
by a tall man in deerskin clothing. His brown skin was typical for a Nomad, but the
redness in his cheeks was not. His hair, rather than being tied back in braids or cut short
like the Hypha men, grew down in waves to below his shoulders.
Ona had never talked to a Nomad except to trade mushrooms, but none spoke the
same language, and they communicated mostly with their hands.
“Good morning,” the man said in their language. “You are the travelers?” His
voice was softer than a Hypha’s as well, and he slurred each word together with only
partial pronunciation of the harder sounds—his “ts” and “gs” and “bs.”
“Yes,” Ona said. “If Joth sent for you. He is my father.”
“Good, good. I am Tishna. The Hypha man told me where to go, but I feared my
poor Hypha-speech would lose me.”
“You’ve found us,” Jep said.
“Good, good.”
“But—haven’t you brought two birds?” Ona said. “One for us, one for you to
return?”
“I do not part with my birds,” Tishna said. “I go with you.”
Ona did not know what to say. She looked behind her, where Jep had moved
closer to the ledge.
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“We’ll travel however we have to,” Jep said. “But I’ll need help.”
“Good, good,” Tishna said. As he said it, he noticed Jep’s legs. “Ah, yes. I can
strap you on. But first you must row through the swamp to dry land to mount. I follow
from above.”
“We can go to the marshland,” Ona said. “But it will take us an hour.”
“Good, good.”
“We should wait for father.”
“No,” Sun said. “He’ll be glad when it’s over. Go and hurry back.”
Ona could not argue, so she said nothing, and hoped her father would understand.
She and Sun secured Jep to the ropes that attached to a pulley and lowered him
into a canoe below. Then Ona embraced her mother before climbing down the ladder
with their supplies on her back.
From below, she could only see the bird’s head protruding from the tree until it
turned and flapped, and she saw the tips of its wings.
“No worry!” Tishna shouted. “I follow!”
Ona sat in the back of the boat, and both she and Jep took up oars and pushed off
from the tree. The boat tilted into the water then settled back straight, and they rowed
forward.
Ona looked once to see her mother’s hand raised in farewell. Ona raised her own
until the boat turned from their path and she had to take control of the oar again.
“Steady, Ona,” Jep said.
He rowed faster than she was used to, his energy higher with this new
anticipation.
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Ona rowed through thick water and watched her broken brother strive towards an
impossible future.
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Chapter Six
The Rumna village was the only place where Lenith ever saw the Hypha,
besides the few times he had crossed Mothers in the Cliffs. The village was a place of
invention and innovation. Because the Rumna bought their leathers and tools and other
supplies from the Nomads of the Plains, they had the time to tinker and to imagine great
things that would make the world safer and more comfortable. Beyond the square,
Rumna philosophers and scientists discovered the secrets of the world. Here, they lived
richly in uniquely designed silk clothing and beautifully intricate stone homes. They
traded knowledge for steel and glass. They traded clothing for Nomadic art. Then they
were supplied food and silk and medicines from the Hypha of the White Swamp in
exchange for street pebbles, which to the Hypha were like gemstones. The hard labor—
the logging, the pouring, the mixing, all of it—was done by the Hypha who lived on the
mountain to serve the Rumna. They offered their own hard skills to serve the greater
minds that would change the world for the better.
In the Rumna village, Hypha move around washing clothes, carving tools,
weaving, and building. Because the Hypha servants did all of this, the Rumna could have
what they needed.
Lenith had been sent to the village to gather things for his journey—shoes,
water pouch, and travel sack.
Divan, the Rumna who looked over these kinds of items in a wooden
building, welcomed Lenith and helped him find what he needed.
“What size do you need?” he said, looking at Lenith’s shoes.
Lenith looked at his feet. His leather boots had worn down, the souls flapping
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with each step he took, and his toes had poked out of the front as his feet outgrew them.
As Rumna, he was not meant to be concerned about these things, accepting poverty. But
with these shoes he may as well not have any.
Divan found a new pair, slightly bigger, and Lenith tried them on. They were
slightly too big, but he was still growing, so he took them.
“They are new,” Divan said. He picked up another pair and showed Lenith
the soft sole inside. “We are innovating every day. Beni, you know him? He is making
something the Rumna will think is magic.” He smiled with pride.
Behind him, a thin man in a leather apron rubbed the sole of a shoe with
cloth. But this was not Beni, Lenith knew. This was a Hypha man. He was older, so
whatever scabs he’d had from the removal of his moss and mycelium had healed. The
only thing that made it obvious that he was Hypha was his short height and his darker
skin.
The man’s dark eyes rose toward Lenith, and Lenith looked away.
“Thank you,” Lenith said to Divan.
“You are going on your journey today. You must be prepared.”
“I am grateful,” Lenith said with a bow.
“Soni has high hopes for you. That is the tale.”
Lenith did not know what to say. How had this word spread to the other
Rumna? He nodded and thanked Divan again before leaving.
When Soni saw Lenith returning to the Cliffs, she looked at his shoes, and
then at him, and it was as effective as a frown.
“They are growing extravagant.”
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“Divan gave these to me. He said they are innovating.”
Soni’s lips tightened, but she said nothing as she walked with Lenith to the
path at the edge of the forest that led to Nienana, the mountain where Niena visited.
Looking down the path, Lenith imagined Mala walking it. How had she
gotten lost?
“The path fades when you reach Bar-Niena,” Soni said. “Then, you will
follow the stream for a time. When you reach the top of the stream, you will know where
to go. Use what time you need. Do not hurry.”
Lenith bowed his head. “I am ready.”
But his voice shook, and Soni heard. She turned to face him, and he had to
look up at her as he listened.
“Let her go, Lenith. If you have not, you will not hear from Niena. Should
you wait here a few more days?”
“No. I will go.” He was not sure if she heard the strain in his voice.
“You will do well, Lenith. You will learn many things. You must be strong,
and trust. Trust me and your teaching. All will be clear to you soon.”
“I do trust you,” Lenith said.
“And I trust you. Now go. I wait for your return.”
Lenith again looked at the path. “What if I find her?”
“You will not find her. Lenith, I must tell you so that you do not grow
distracted. Mala never went to the mountain.”
“What do you mean?”
“She fled. Our Guides on the mountain never saw her.”
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Lenith’s jaw locked as he tried to hide his fear.
“You should stay,” Soni said.
“No. If I stay, I will only think of it. I must go.”
“Good.”
He took a few deep breaths, pushing back all of his thoughts of Mala.
“Why have you always hoped in me?” he said.
“It is not hope, Lenith. I hope for nothing. It is only insight. Your birth was a
strange one. I wondered that you would struggle. But you have succeeded despite that.
You have remained separated.”
“But what about Mala? I cannot lie. You know my mind.”
“Yes. The mind is a dangerous thing. But you are not like Mala. She never
resisted—but you do. To some, this is not difficult, and that is good. But for you, it is
difficult, and that shows more strength. Do you see?”
“Yes. I think so.”
“You will be a good Guide because you will have some understanding. The
greatest ones do. As you know, I was once a young Rumna like you. Long ago. I had—
doubts—about Niena. You may have had doubts yourself. But doubt only helps us
understand others. Not so that we become like them. No. But it is wisdom to understand
other ways of thinking.”
“I see.”
He could not imagine Soni having doubts. He had never had doubts. But,
somehow, the thought comforted him that Soni had not always been as wise as she was
now.
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“Go,” Soni said, and Lenith thought he saw a small smile pass her lips before
leaving again.
Lenith turned to the path, worn down by years of travelers. Where he stood on
the mountain now, with the Cliffs behind him, he could look out and see Nienana where
its tip lay shrouded by clouds. The path would take him through the valley between this
mountain and Bar-Niena, then he would ascend it, and ascend himself—his body, his
grief, his connection to the earth. He would be free.
***
The walk was slow. Lenith’s feet slipped in the oversized shoes, but he
managed to stay upright. He drank occasionally from his water sack, but the mountain
was not too hot, and the air that filtered through the trees was cool. When he reached the
valley, where the temperatures were most warm, the day had sunk into night, and he lay
there on hard ground without cover. It was the Rumna way not to indulge in comforts,
and they were not trained to work with their hands. Their work was in the mind, and
Lenith used his meditations to comfort himself. Already his stomach tightened with
hunger, but he was used to this.
In the Beyond, there is no pain.
No suffering.
No loss.
He repeated this until he had shaped an image of this same world without
suffering.
But what, he thought, did the Beyond have? If it had no suffering or loss,
what replaced these? In living unattached to this world, Lenith learned to attach himself
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to the Beyond. But his meditations were on oceans and peaceful places—places in this
world. What really existed there, beyond the world?
I want to see it, he thought.
Maybe he would. He did not know what to expect on the mountain. He knew
only that Niena would bless him with the power of wisdom and freedom from this world.
Everything he had worked for would become easy. He would be like Soni, unmoved by
pain and discomforts. Slow. Methodical. Never in a hurry. At constant ease, finding
comfort in thought.
No pain. No suffering. No loss.
But again, the thought of Mala returned.
Dead.
Or missing. They had not found her. If she was alive—
He shut his eyes and shut her out. It did not matter now. She had abandoned
their teaching. She was Hypha to them now. Like dirt.
But as he curled onto his side, his arm pressed to soil, a single thought
emerged and took shape like the dark images trapped behind his eyelids.
A doubt.
He sat up, and his hands shook. Standing again and drinking from his bottle,
he knew that he would not be sleeping that night.
He walked on, following the sounds of the stream.
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Chapter Seven
Ona and Jep rowed passed green moss and algae. Turtle heads dropped below
water as they passed. Minks curved their backs and disappeared. They listened to the
rushing of the heron’s wings above them, unusual among the regular swamp noises.
Occasionally the bird would screech, probably scaring off a black bird or hawk in its
path.
They passed the great pool where alligators lingered lazily, and the heron’s
shadow covered them, then they entered the yellow area of the swamp. As they passed
the Yellow Hypha, Ona raised her hand as she always did, but fewer people responded
now. They only looked at Jep and frowned, and some crossed their arms. Ona stopped
raising her hand.
Jep looked back at her and smiled. “You don’t have to come.”
“You can’t drop me.” She grinned. “You know that.”
“I never could,” Jep said.
They rowed on, and soon they saw the edge where the moss-covered cypress trees
opened up to the more darkly shaded pines and cedars, then the marsh.
The heron glided low, Tishna leaning forward on its back, and landed with its legs
running and wings flapping until it stopped.
“I’ve always wanted to ride one,” Jep said, watching it.
“It’s beautiful,” Ona said, “seeing the White Swamp from up there.”
They were only strokes away from the water’s edge, but Jep’s oar had stopped,
and his neck hung back as he looked up into the trees.
Ona did not have time to look up before something fell, large and screaming, onto
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Jep. A White Hypha man pounded into Jep with his full weight. Growling over him, the
man lifted him in his hands.
Ona screamed and dropped her oar to reach out to her brother, but the man shoved
Jep into the water and, while Jep plunged beneath the surface, shoved Ona back, hard,
against the edge of the boat. Her head cracked on the boards.
The man was on her now, and she recognized him from her sister’s wedding—
Harth. A man with large arms and bearded face, his black hair webbed with white
mycelium. He gripped Ona’s arms and held her down but did not look at her or hurt her.
He watched the water where Jep had fallen, where his arms now flung and splashed.
“I won’t hurt you,” the White Hypha said, his voice wet.
“Please!” Ona said. She choked on the word, as though her own lungs were full of
water and algae.
She remembered the fish the mink had caught. Soon, the algae would take over
Jep’s body and tug him to the bottom, left there to be taken by some creature.
“He’s already lost,” the man said. “Lost a long time ago. Eruth’s only giving him
hope.”
Ona’s face was now coated with tears that seeped into the green moss on her
cheeks.
“Please,” she said.
The man watched the water again, but as he turned his head, he shouted, and Ona
heard a great splash from behind him. Then the algae bubbled, and Tishna’s head emerge
from the water beside them, covered in yellow. He grabbed onto the edge of the boat.
The White Hypha squeezed Ona harder. “I’ll throw her in, too,” he said. He lifted
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Ona and stood so that he held her over the water. He did not wait for another threat.
Ona screamed as she fell, then her head went under, and the man’s hand pushed
against it, keeping her down. She kicked and tried to grab his hand, but the algae already
worked at wrapping itself around her, locking her down. It crept over her face and eyes
and nose and mouth, then it reached into her mouth. She squirmed, but the hand still held
her down.
Then it didn’t. The hand’s hold lifted. But now the algae had wrapped itself so
tightly that she could not move or lift her head. Water poured into her and filled her lungs
until the pressure made her want to scream, but she couldn’t. She squirmed, but nothing
happened, so she stopped, but her body still involuntarily fought the water.
She was drowning. Dying. What would it be like after? What should she be
thinking about, now, as her last thought?
A muffled crash pulsed around her, and the water shifted against her skin. A hand
touched her face, then her arms, then two hands tried to pull her away. But the algae
tugged her downward to the swamp floor.
The body in the water with her, surely Tishna’s, moved around her, arms and legs
hitting her as he fought back the algae. She opened her eyes. A flash of silver cut past her
vision. The algae fell away from her arm. Then it fell from the other. It fled from her
chest and legs, and finally from her face. Tishna’s arms clasped her, and they rose up
until their heads broke through the surface. Ona coughed up algae, her throat still clogged
until it was all out. Finally, she inhaled, but her inhale was wet and choked her, and she
coughed again, algae falling from her mouth until she could finally breathe. Tishna held
her and kicked his legs until they reached the boat. He climbed in first, and then pulled
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Ona up by her arms.
Already lying wet and coughing in the boat was another Hypha, so covered in
yellow algae that his face was hidden. But his legs were short, and his hair a mess of
curls. Ona fell beside him and lifted his head in her arms and kissed his forehead and
embraced him.
When she pulled back, Ona saw that both of them had yellow algae on them now,
and they helped each other remove it.
Tishna now lay in the front of the boat surrounded by the algae he had peeled
from his skin and clothes and hair. Some still lingered, but his hands quickly brushed it
away like an insect. He breathed heavily through his teeth, his face red. Ona stood to help
him remove the rest while he tried not to squirm.
As she plucked a piece from his neck, she noticed the stillness—the eerie
silence—of the swamp.
“Where is he?” she said. “The man?”
“Gone,” Tishna said.
“Drowned?”
Tishna seethed as she accidentally touched him with her fingers. “Nomads do not
kill. We respect all lives, not only family.”
“Where is he?”
“Run away in the marsh,” Tishna said. “After I showed him my knife.”
He pulled out a glinting piece of steel attached to a wooden handle. Ona had never
seen one in person, but the light was like the flashing she had seen underwater.
“I thought you weren’t violent,” Ona said.
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“Knife is a tool, not a weapon,” Tishna said. “But the Hypha did not know that.”
He pointed the knife at Jep. “Is he hurt anywhere?”
Jep’s hand covered a spot on his arm. He raised it, slowly. “Thorns,” he cursed.
The spot was red, and even as they stared at, it spread from his wrist to his elbow.
Jep clenched his teeth and seethed, his neck stretched back. “Drown it,” he said.
“Killers.”
“What is it?” Tishna said.
Ona punched the bottom of the boat. “It’s the disease,” she said. The cool of the
water faded. Her hands shook, and she passed them on the wood to still them. “It’s been
spreading. No one knows the cure.”
In her mind, she already saw the burial, the lowering of Jep into the waters to be
taken by the algae completely. Her vision blurred, and she breathed slowly to draw the
tension from her body.
“Thank you,” Jep said to Tishna. “You saved our lives.” He winced and gripped
his arm. “For now.”
Ona nodded in gratitude, but she could not speak.
For a moment, Tishna stared at Ona’s arms and legs where the moss painted her
skin, then looked at his own skin.
“Will that happen to me?” he said.
“No,” Jep said. “You have to be deeply connected to the swamp for this to
happen.”
Ona touched Jep’s forehead. It was hot. “You’ll be well,” she said.
“Don’t touch it,” Jep said Ona. “It may spread to you.”
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“Why hasn’t it already?” Ona said, looking at her own arms and legs.
“I don’t know,” Jep said. “It was in the water.”
“The red,” Tishna said. “It was easier to cut off of him than the green. It wanted to
come out.”
“It wants to live,” Jep said.
“Like a parasite,” Ona said, thinking of the tiny worms, almost invisible, that they
feared in animal meat.
Jep closed his eyes and breathed slowly with his jaw locked.
“You must go to the sick house,” Ona said.
Jep shook his head. “We have to go to the mountain.”
“Not like that,” Tishna said. “You will spread it.” As he said it, he backed up and
rubbed another green algae from his boots and ankles.
“No,” Ona said. “It wouldn’t spread. Look at Tishna.”
Jep looked, and Tishna froze and looked down at himself. “What?” he said.
“You’re not infected,” Jep said.
“But you touched it,” Ona said. “It must only infect Hypha.”
Tishna flicked another piece of algae from his shoulder. “Good, good.”
Ona turned to Jep. “What if you didn’t have mycelium?”
“What do you mean?”
“What if you could have it removed? Maybe the disease would disappear.”
“Maybe,” Jep said. “But we can’t.”
“We can talk to Leaf,” Ona said.
“Leaf hasn’t cured anyone.”
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“But he might know a way.”
Tishna squatted in the pile of algae. “Does not it dry off?”
“Yes,” Ona said. “But only on the outside.”
“It is—inside?” Tishna said, looking again at her skin.
Ona placed a hand where his eyes had gone to her arm, and frowned at him. “Is it
bothering you?”
Tishna looked away, shook his head, and scooped algae from the boat.
“I can go,” Jep said.
Ona turned to him. Already the red had webbed itself further, eating away the
green moss on his skin. He kept his expression even, but she saw how his skin flinched
and his eyes watered.
“No. You’ve seen how quickly—Please go to the sick house. If Leaf can’t help, at
least you’ll be safe from the White Hypha until we know what to do.”
“What will we do?” Tishna said.
“We’ll go to the mountain,” she said. “Like I promised.”
“It’s too dangerous,” Jep said.
“It was going to be before. If she’s there, I can find her.”
“Ona—” He touched her, and sent his fear for her. His feelings told her not to stay
on the mountain. Ona held back her desire to stay from him for now, and instead passed
to him her determination to find Elma if she was there.
Jep’s jaw locked, but he nodded.
“Alright,” he said. “I trust you. But Ona—I don’t know how fast this drowning
disease spreads. I could die—”
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“No,” Ona sad. “You won’t.”
Jep puffed air from his nose, but he smiled. “I still can’t drop you.”
***
They rowed for two hours before reaching the sick house, which lay east of where
they were, back deeper into the swamp and away from the edge. As they did, their clothes
dried to their skin.
The sickness looked worse when Ona saw it with her own eyes.
Usually, the sick house was reserved only for the sick and doctors to keep
diseases fro spreading. But it was believed that this red disease could only be passed
through touch. Anyone who touched the red mycelium would, for a moment, attach to it,
until some of it passed on to them, and soon their own moss scattered and shrunk back,
and the red took over.
Ona stood far in a corner where a window slot was curtained by bison skin to
keep the sun from the sick. While too much sun normally felt uncomfortable to Hypha,
whose skin needed plenty of moisture and shade, this new red mycelium thrived in
sunlight. When the sick ones were in direct light, their pain worsened, and the red
mycelium spread quickly. But even shade did not cause dormancy in the plant. It
continued to spread over twelve people, who lay in cots weeping or doing something to
distract themselves from the pain, such as weaving or spinning yarns or carving tools or
talking to loved ones.
Beside Ona, Jep lay in a new cot, his gaze focused on the red that reached up his
arm. Tishna stood against the wall, avoiding the touch of anyone.
The doctor, Leaf, wobbled about with a long, moss-covered beard swinging at his

70

waist. He had examined Jep without touching the red spot and confirmed that it was the
disease.
Leaf’s gaze now took in the tall Nomad and his clean, brown skin. Ona had told
him that Tishna’s skin had not been infected. Leaf’s eyes peeled, then he shook his head
with a heavy sigh. “I suspected this. The disease is attracted to the mycelium.”
“The red mycelium—whatever it is—feeds off of the white,” Leaf said. “We
haven’t seen a mushroom from it yet. It just feeds until—” he leaned in and whispered,
“They die.” He bent back again.
“We must remove it,” Ona said. “All of it.”
Leaf’s beard shook as he protested. “The disease is doing a fine enough job of
that. Why help it out? They’ll only die faster.” He did not whisper this time, and many of
the patients looked up, hopeless. “The mycelium is who we are,” he added. “Removing it
would take away everything.”
“Everything but your lives,” Tishna said, pushing himself from the wall.
Standing next to Leaf, Tishna looked tall and strong and dark.
“Even so, how would we do it?” Leaf said.
“When I was with the Rumna,” Ona said, “Much of my moss and mycelium
faded. The outside dried out. But the inside—I think much of it fell away too when they
had me meditate.”
“But not all?” Leaf said.
“No,” Ona said.
In the corner of her eye, she saw Jep raise his head. He lifted himself upright,
wincing. “The slaves are given a liquid that does this,” he said.

71

Leaf stiffened, and his fists curled by his side.
“The Rumna’s slaves,” Jep continued. “Like my—like Elma, I think. The
Rumna remove the mycelium so they can’t speak to us.”
Ona rubbed the moss on her arm and pinched her skin like her mother did.
“No, no,” Leaf said, his voice puffing his mustache. “You can’t talk like that
here. I won’t have your conspiracies spreading.” He stuck out his chest. “We have
enough disease to look after here.”
Jep did not falter. “The Rumna are the disease,” he said. “They caused this.
Elma showed me how they can manipulate this swamp using mycelium.”
Leaf laughed. “They wouldn’t touch it.”
“Why do you think they have slaves?” Jep said. He squeezed his fists over his
legs. “If I could just—show you.”
“We will learn what we can,” Tishna said, calm.
Leaf laughed again. “Are the Nomads so stupid?”
“I seek truth. The Rumna are not my friend or enemy. But if Jep is right, then
this woman might know about this liquid.”
“Do you care?” Ona said, frowning at Tishna again.
Tishna blinked. “I can care. I do.”
Leaf shook a hand at Ona. “You would never suspect them, would you Ona?
After living with them?”
“No,” Ona said.
“Because they are liars,” Jep said. “They’ve hidden everything from us.”
“No proof,” Leaf said. “You see, you don’t work enough, boy. Ever since you
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came to me with your injury you’ve had nothing to do but sit around and think up
nonsense. If you found some work you could do with your hands like these people, you
might find your sense again.”
“You’re wrong,” was all Jep said.
“Then we’re all wrong,” Leaf said. “Everyone but you and a few of your
followers. It isn’t right. Not right.”
“We’ll find out,” Ona said. “I think it’s crazy, too, Leaf, but that’s my
brother. I’m going to do what I can. And if they have a way to remove mycelium, we’ll
find that, too.” She leaned closer to Leaf and whispered. “How long?”
Leaf sighed, rubbing his hand down his face as though wiping off his
frustration. “Ten days. If we keep him out of the sun and put plenty of new moss and
mycelium on his skin.”
Tishna nodded to Ona. “We must hurry.”
Ona crossed the room to Jep and sat beside him. “We will find the truth.”
“Thank you, sister,” he said. Then he looked at Tishna, and his face was
grave. “You both should change,” he said. “Your clothes need washing.”
Ona changed first, using a small curtained room for privacy. When she
emerged again, Tishna rose from Jep’s side and also changed.
Ona tried not to weep as she said goodbye to Jep one more time. Then they
descended the treehouse and climbed back into the boat.
“We must go back to the marsh,” Tishna said, his voice slow and tired. “We
will rest there, and fly in the morning.”
The sun was in the middle of the sky now, above them, and the afternoon hot
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and sticky. But they had many hours left until sunset.
Ona nodded, her head heavy, and picked up her oar. Tishna picked up an oar
as well.
He was not good at it, but he rowed, and she guided him. Every now and then
she looked back at him, and she nodded. It was the only sign of gratitude that she could
express.
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Chapter Eight
Lenith dipped his sack in the stream and drank until his stomach felt full and
his mind was clear. He had walked most of the night until he finally stumbled into a bed
of grass and slept there. When he woke, the sun had moved from the horizon and up to
the south. He had slept past morning. But he was grateful, because he had not dreamed of
Mala.
Here, alone, surrounded by green mountains and birds and streams, the world
of people fell away from his thoughts. This, he realized, was what it was like to be
separate. It was to be small. This was why meditation healed the mind of its worries.
Only greatness can shrink fear down to nothing.
But, still, Lenith knew not to even be attached to this beauty he saw now,
which one day would decay.
His own body ached, a reminder that this shell was only a temporary home.
He walked up steep hills until his legs trembled, and he stopped occasionally to breathe.
He would sit on the ground and look out and see the forest below and the White Swamp
and the thin line of the plains that touched the sky. This was the world he was leaving
behind.
Sometimes, he did not see anything but trees, and it was difficult to tell how
far he had come and how far he had to go. But he followed the stream up and up, until it
ended where it trickled from rock.
The second day passed into evening, the sun resting on the world’s edge and
dozing off. Looking up at the way he must go, Lenith stood on quivering legs. He
balanced himself against a tree and drank, and then he continued up.
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Soni had been right. It was clear where he should go, even in the low light.
The way up was too steep and rocky to climb, but he could walk around the side of the
mountain until the rock cliffs gave way to more trees and a steady incline to the top.
It was dark when he reached the peak, though the moon was full and bright.
The top was neither pointed nor flat. It was large and round and curved, like the top of a
head. He could not see all of it from where he stood, but he saw a small worn path, and at
the end of the path, past a rocky overhang, sat a small cabin.
The cabin was about the size of two sleeping mats and the height of a tall
man. The door hung crooked on one hinge, and when Lenith patted it with his hand, it
wobbled as if it might fall. A strong, rotten smell stung Lenith’s nose, and he held back a
sneeze.
A hand pulled the door back like a curtain, and a man stood there, dressed
like a Rumna in long silks. His beard was long, and his hair longer, and his eyes sunk into
deep shadows beneath a protruding brow.
“Lenith?” the man said, an eyebrow raised.
Lenith bowed, and his head spun with dizziness. “I am Lenith. Who am I
speaking to?” His voice was scratched and dry.
The man bent to cough, then said, in a creaking voice, “I am Berro. Welcome
to Bar-Niena.”
“Thank you,” Lenith said. When the man did not reply, Lenith said, “What do
I do now?”
“Did you not see the home of Niena?”
“Niena lives here?”
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“Niena lives in the Beyond,” Berro said. “But she visits us, when we
Are worthy.”
“Show me,” Lenith said.
Berro pointed to another path that led to the other side of the mountain.
“Would you sleep first? There is a mat inside laid out for you.”
Lenith wanted nothing more than to lie down. He felt that his head wobbled
with heaviness, and every blink of his eyes was an effort. If he slept now, he would wake
up refreshed. But now he thought of Mala, and the thought was far and distant. If he
slept, the pain would come back more strongly.
“I will see her now,” he said.
“Good. A cliff there holds her home. Go. Then come back to me, and you can
eat and rest.”
Lenith bowed again and did as he said.
Niena’s visiting place was carven into the cliffside much like the home of the
Rumna children. It had no doors, instead welcoming him with a large, roughly carved
archway and hall. Beyond the hall, a heavy silk curtain fell from the ceiling to the floor in
a great room.
The room was silent except for the steady stream of water, but he did not see
where it fell. Lenith stood, still quaking, his feet sore and sweating, his body stinking
with sweat, and waited.
Then the curtain moved against the wall to his left, and a hand parted it.
A woman stepped out. She walked barefoot, with long hair that fell to her
knees flowing white behind her, rippling along with her white silks. She had no wrinkles
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on her face, and her eyes glowed blue.
Lenith bowed on his knees.
“Niena,” he said. “Your servant has come.”
The woman stood before him, tall like Soni.
“Stand,” she said.
Lenith looked up. She offered him her hand, and he took it to stand.
“I am Eldra. I am a servant of Niena, like you. I am here to test if you are
worthy to see Niena.”
Lenith looked past her to the curtain.
“Yes, she is here.”
Lenith felt cold. The weight of his exhaustion fell heavier now than ever.
Eldra raised a slender, gloved hand. “May I?”
Lenith nodded.
She removed the glove, and she placed her hand on Lenith’s cheek. They both
closed their eyes.
In the darkness, a light showed, and it brightened. The light cast over Lenith’s
mind. Now, more than he had before, he pushed back all thoughts of doubt and fear and
grief. As the light fell, black shapes scattered. The light revealed only him, Lenith, fully
present and committed.
Eldra’s hand fell back, and Lenith opened his eyes to see her replacing her
glove.
“You are strong,” she said. “I sensed your struggle.”
“Did I fail?”
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“No,” she said. “The difficulty of separation is different for all. This is not
what matters. You have shown strength, and that is what pleases Niena. Are you ready to
see her?”
As she spoke, he watched the curtain, feeling that a strong presence waited
there, emanating power and wisdom.
Was he ready? His voice left him. He nodded.
Eldra moved, her motions like water, to the curtain. Her hand clasped the
center edge and parted it, then she stood aside and waved Lenith forward.
Lenith could barely feel his legs as he passed through the curtain and Eldra let
go of the fabric edge.
The room was no different than the other side, only darker, and he now saw
the rock wall where water spilled and pooled into a wide basin.
In the back of the room, where the cave walls curved back, a woman sat in a
seat of raised rock, her face cut by a shadow over her lips.
“Lenith,” she said.
The voice of Niena was deep but smooth, like the rolling of the ocean.
Lenith bowed. “I am here.”
“You may stand.”
Lenith did. He gazed at her, wanting to see her face.
She was tall and fair, with combed red hair that fountained to the floor at her
feet. Her bare arms were white against an ivory cloth that draped her shoulders.
Above the shadow, her eyes watched, but Lenith was too far to see where
they fell.
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“Why are you here, Lenith?”
“To see you,” he said. “And to become Rumna.”
“What do you lack?”
Lenith thought, then said, “Peace.”
“Then have peace,” she said, “that you have come so far and given sight to
your belief. Let this be your strength as you become a Guide to many.”
Lenith nodded in acceptance. His heart pounded. He wanted to ask her many
questions. What was the Beyond like? Would Mala be there? How could he please Niena
more?
“Let go of your love,” Niena said. She spoke in the same calm of Soni. “Your
hope. Your doubt. Your fear. Your desire. Let it go, Lenith. Your mother was Hypha, but
you are not. The Hypha will never be loosened from their suffering. But you, a Rumna,
can be free.”
Lenith nodded again. He wanted to be free. He wanted to let go. But how?
“Go,” Niena said. “You are Rumna. A follower of Niena. Go and be perfect.”
Lenith looked up, breathing heavily.
“I have so many questions,” he said, against his will.
“Now is not the time for questions,” Niena said.
Lenith nodded a final time, then left.
He passed through the heavy curtain. Eldra waited on the other side, patiently
standing with her gloved hands at her hips. She led him out, silent, into the night.
***
When Lenith returned to the cabin, Berro sat on a log stump by a fire, stirring
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a pot of soup. He poured Lenith a bowl, and, without speaking, Lenith accepted it and sat
beside him to eat. He ate quickly, swallowing chunks of meat and mushrooms without
asking what was in it. He did not think about Niena or what she had said until he had
finished and the food sat comfortably inside him.
When he did think of it, his eyes on the fire, he did not feel that it had been
real. Had he really spoken to Niena, the Goddess of the World? The one who would take
them to the Beyond?
The fire burned hot on his knees and hands, but he did not move. He was
suddenly very, very tired.
He was about to rise, but Berro spoke.
“You are not finished,” the man said, his voice cracking like the fire. “There
is one more thing you must do to become Rumna.”
Lenith tore his eyes from the flame. “Soni never told me this.”
“But you knew—deep in your mind. It is shared meditation. And more. A
deeper meditation than you have yet experienced. A power you sensed but never
understood—Niena’s power.”
“How?” Lenith’s mind spun. He stared at the man as if it would make him
speak more quickly.
“You will know soon. First, you will go to the Cliffs. Then Soni will teach
you.” He lowered his empty bowl on the ground. “Oh, and we have another surprise for
you.”
He stood, his back bent, and called out in a loud piercing shriek.
Lenith nearly fell back from of the stump that he sat on, and for a moment he
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thought that he had been tricked. Berro was going to kill him.
But then Berro looked back at him, calm. “Do not be so frightened. I am
calling your ride.”
Lenith watched the sky above the treetops.
“It may be some time,” Berro said. He called again, then waved his hand and
sat down. “She is still being trained. But she will be here in the morning.”
“She?”
“Your hawk.”
For an instant, Lenith’s tiredness left him. A hawk. His own hawk. He smiled
stupidly. “Thank you.”
“You look like a Hypha. Go to bed or you’ll drop into the fire.”
Lenith obeyed.
He did not remember walking to the hut or lying down on the hard mat. He
only remembered a final, sudden thought. More than a thought, it was an image, so solid
and vivid that he might have believed it was real.
Niena bent over him in the small cabin. But it was not Niena. Or was it? She
had the same red braids, the same ivory clothes. But her hand lay on something that
curved over her stomach. A full, round bulge beneath her clothes. When Lenith looked at
her, her eyes filled with tears that spilled down her cheeks and into her mouth. Then they
were ugly tears. Her mouth opened, hideous, to cry, and she did not cover this with her
hand. Beneath her, her tears seemed to come up from the floor as water pooled around
her. She gripped the round bulge and gasped. She screamed, a horrible, agonized scream.
Then she was gone.
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Rain trickled outside and pelted the roof of the cabin. Lenith turned over and
wondered what he had just seen. But it was only a dream, he decided. His mind was too
tired to take it in, and soon he had forgotten it.
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Chapter Nine
As Ona and Tishna rowed through the swamp, the heron followed from the
treetops. Finally, when the sun had lowered, and the last light stretched thin, the tree line
dropped into marshland, and the boat’s bottom wedged itself into a shallow pool. Ona and
Tishna climbed out and dragged the boat further onto grass. The grass was tall and yellow
here and scattered with clustered flowers. Across the field, pools of water reflected the
final purple of sunset. They left the boat, Ona knowing someone would find it, and they
walked through the sticky marsh until the ground hardened. The heron landed then, its
great wings silhouetted like black hills.
“We should sleep here,” Tishna said.
“We don’t have shelter,” Ona said, but Tishna had turned to pull rolled-up
matts from the heron’s back. The Nomads must be used to sleeping with nothing but the
sky above them, she realized. This did not bother her as much as being far enough from
the swamp to not feel her surroundings. If an animal—or human—approached, she would
not know. She would not have blamed Tishna for having a weapon if he did, but he had
already told her his knife was a tool only. Still, she was glad he had it.
When the sun had completely set, Ona relied on Tishna’s eyes to see. The
Nomads, accustomed to hunting at night, had eyes that brightened in the dark, and
Tishna’s held a circle of yellow as he found sticks and dried moss at the forest edge. He
piled them into a ring that Ona had formed in the grass for a fire.
In her bag, Ona carried rocks traded to her by Nomads that, when scraped
against each other, created a spark. She worked at this for a while until a spark caught
onto some moss, then spread and crackled and flamed.
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Once they had settled, the heron glided across the marsh to catch fish at the
edge of the swamp, and Tishna ate dried meats from his sack. Ona ate her own foods—
dried mushrooms and berries—thinking of her brother and even once wanting to tell
Tishna that she had to go back to him now. Even if she were able to see her son, the trip
to the mountain could be keeping her from precious moments with her brother without
gaining anything but more discouragement for him. She picked at grass to distract
herself, then remembered that Tishna sat across from her when she saw a glint of light
from his direction. He had pulled out his knife, the fire’s redness caught in it. In his other
hand, he held a piece of wood. But he did not hold them with urgency or fear. Instead,
bending over the wood, he picked at it with the knife, scraping off curling ribbons. Ona
watched for some time, wondering if he was making a nail or maybe a spear for hunting.
But it was not a single jagged piece. The wood curved around many edges. On two sides
of it, the wood rounded and then tapered.
Finally, Ona said, “What are you making?” Her voice seemed too quiet
against the fire’s crackle and the humming of insects, but Tishna looked up.
“A heron,” he said.
Ona saw it now, how the two round curves looked like wings. “What’s it for?
Is it used for hunting?”
Tishna stopped. “No,” he said. “It is only nice to look at. And fun to do.”
“Fun?” Ona said. “What do you use it for?”
“Nothing,” Tishna said. “Do Hypha never make things they cannot use?”
“I don’t understand,” Ona said.
“It is art,” Tishna said. “Something not used for anything.” He looked down
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again and scraped with greater intensity. “Do Hypha only work for Rumna? They do
nothing for themselves?”
“Everything has a purpose,” Ona said.
Tishna’s shoulders eased, and he looked at her again. “We were raised
differently,” he said. “Nomads believe some things are beautiful. Only for the purpose of
being beautiful.” He spoke slowly, finding the words. “Like the sunset, or a flower.”
Ona watched for a moment, then said, “But they do have purpose. Sunsets
bring night. Flowers produce fruit.”
He frowned. “Yes, but do Hypha stop to admire them for what they are, and
not what they do?”
Ona thought about this. She did enjoy the feeling of the sun, and the way the
colors in the clouds changed. She sometimes marveled at a flower and its vibrant colors.
“Yes,” she said, unsure.
But did the Hypha make art? Their clothes were plain, made for the purpose of
keeping them dry and cool. Their hair was braided to keep it out of their faces. Their tools
were carved from wood, but they were simple, straight and pointed.
“We don’t have time for art,” she said. “Everything must have a purpose or
we’ll never eat or sleep.”
Tishna lowered the knife and wood for a moment, his shoulders dropping,
then pointed both to her and said, “Then try now.”
The wood was still barely a creature, and the knife handle looked large and
for her small hands.
“Why?” she said.
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“I do not know why. Do you always need to know why?” Tishna still held the
wood and knife out for her from behind the fire.
“I’ll watch,” she said.
Tishna shifted to one side of his mat in answer, and Ona crawled around the fire to
his side to watch his knife chip away piece after piece of the wood, slowly refining the
shape of the bird. She watched until her eyelids drooped, and she lowered herself onto his
mat to lay her head where she could still see. She yawned, and blinked many times, until
she could not open her eyes again.
When she did open them, the fire had dwindled but still smoldered red in the
black ash. Across from it, Tishna lay on Ona’s mat, asleep, the knife beside him, his hand
clasped over the wooden bird.
***
In the morning, after breakfast, Tishna helped Ona onto the heron, who he called
Banu, or “snake,” because of its long neck. She sat in front with Tishna behind. With her
hands on the bird’s shoulder and the marsh around them, Ona felt like the eighteen-yearold who had flown to Bar-Rum with Sanifa. She fled those thoughts and focused on
holding on as Tishna guided the bird into flight. Banu lifted his wings and took a few
quick steps, then his wings dropped, and they were off the ground. The bird croaked
proudly, its body arching, and Ona gripped the horn of the saddle. Tishna’s arms were
partly around her as he held onto the reigns, so that she felt his arms as barriers to keep
her from falling.
Soon, the trees of the White Swamp and the forest were far below them and
concealed in mist. Ahead, the mountain was also concealed. The bird flapped toward it
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for a moment, then Tishna lowered his left hand, and the reign tugged at the bird’s beak,
and it turned with a few flaps.
“But the mountain is that way,” Ona said, pointing.
“I know,” Tishna said.
She twisted to look at him. “Turn around.”
He blinked, but he did not move. “I am sorry.”
“Turn around,” she said, her voice barely breaking through her lips.
“I promised,” he said.
“What?”
“We are going to the plains. It is what Jep wanted.”
“No,” Ona said. Her heart raced, and she looked down as if she might be able to
jump onto a tree below. But she they were too far now, and the height dizzied her.
“Please,” she said. “I have to go. He’ll die if we don’t find the cure.”
“I thought you did not believe him.”
“I don’t. But if there’s even a chance—I’d take it.” She faced the wind and let it
rush into her eyes. “Drown it, why would he do this? He’s killing himself. Please, Tishna.
Turn around.”
“He wants you to be safe,” Tishna said.
“I can’t abandon them,” she said. “I won’t know what’s happening from so far
away. I won’t feel anyone.” Her breathing had grown rapid, her throat tightening. .
“It is alright, Ona. I know you never leave the Swamp, but you will be safe.”
“I have,” Ona said. “Many years ago.”
“Ah. You were a Mother?”.
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“Yes,” she said. “And my child will be leaving the mountain soon. I’ll never
see or know it.”
“I see. You hoped to find it.”
Ona closed her eyes against the wind, blocking out the view of the Plains far
ahead and only feeling the movement of the bird beneath her.
“This was not about your brother, then.”
“It was,” Ona said, reddening. “I needed him to find healing in his grief for
Elma.”
“But you needed healing for yourself as well.”
Tishna tensed behind her, and she opened her eyes as his hands gripped the
reins. But he did not turn, and they continued to fly over the misty White Swamp toward
the Plains.
“I promised,” he said.
“I promised, too. It’s not dangerous, like he says.”
“What would they do if they found you searching for your child?”
Ona hesitated. “I don’t know. But I might not be caught.”
“Think, Ona. Think about your safety. Jep does. He sacrificed. Now you can
be safe. Accept his gift.”
Ona breathed deeply with her head tucked against the wind. Right now, she
had to accept where she was going. So, in the next moments of silence, she chose to do as
Soni would have taught—to let her mind lead her away from herself. She focused only on
the wind, and the mist, and gradual warming of the sun.
***
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The swamp and the cypress thinned until the landscape changed beneath
them, and even the smaller trees and brush scattered until the ground lay bare of any tall
plants but the green grasses, sometimes patched in brown, but all dense and rippling.
Beyond, for miles, lay a flatland of only this grass and low hills until a blue horizon met
the curve of the world.
Ona had not seen this side of the world before except from the edge of the
swamp where she could not see past tall grasses. The vastness of it startled her. How far
were they going? How would she survive here in the sun without trees? The air was thin
and dry, and she already felt the moss tightening on her skin like dried mud.
They passed many herds of animals. Animals here were like the small birds in
the White Swamp that flew in flocks, or like the insects that lived in the trees in great
numbers. They traveled together, hundreds at a time. They were larger here, too. It was
difficult to compare their size from the sky, but Ona had heard of the deer and camel that
were taller than men, of beavers the size of canoes, and, the largest of all, bison as big as
a house.
Without these herds, she would not have recognized if they had gone any
further unless she looked back and saw the White Swamp shrinking into a thin line and
then nothing at all. Even then, they flew on.
“There,” Tishna said after some time. “My people.”
Ona had to squint to see at first, but then small figures appeared, smaller than
the animals, but beside large tents that Ona assumed were houses. There were maybe
twenty of them, dressed in animal skins like Tishna.
“Heeah!” Tishna said, a guttural sound from his throat that mimicked the cry
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of the heron.
Then Tishna leaned back, and the bird swept low, the ground rushing toward
them until the bird reared back and stretched out its talons and landed with a thud in the
grass. Tishna leaned in to steady Ona, then leapt off the bird and helped Ona down.
Ona bent over until her vision steadied and her legs stopped swaying.
When she straightened, may faces gazed at her, pointing. She stepped back, and
they too backed away and turned their glares to Tishna. A young girl spoke and rushed to
Ona excitedly, but the others stopped and hushed her. Then many voices spoke in their
language to Tishna, their words strange, the Nomads using sounds Ona had never heard
before from a human tongue.
Tishna held up his hands and spoke in the same way but even louder, silencing
everyone else. They listened, their excitement gradually falling into curiosity. Finally,
Tishna took Ona’s wrist, and he touched her shoulder. The others gasped and covered
their mouths, but then, seeing that nothing happened, they grew silent again, and spoke
calmly.
The moment Tishna released her, Ona tore away to the other side of the bird and
leaned against it while her heartbeat evened. Why had they looked at her like that? Why
were they afraid?
It must have been uncomfortable for Tishna to touch her, like bee stings, but he
had to do it to prove that the mycelium could not spread to the Nomads. He had to prove
it was not a disease.
But why did they fear it? She looked at her skin, the sage green color, the sweet
scent. It was beautiful to her. She could not imagine her skin naked and exposed like
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theirs.
Tishna came around to her. His lips curved into a subtle smile. “It will be well.”
“Why are they afraid?” Ona said.
“It is not you,” he said. “We have traded with the Hypha for many years. But no
Hypha has come here. They are—curious—about you.”
“My skin?” Ona said.
“Yes. I cannot lie to you. It is—unclean—to my people.” He spoke slowly.
“Understand. The Rumna teach that disease is—something—that attacks one’s body,
yes?”
“It doesn’t hurt us.”
“No. But you suffer.”
“We don’t suffer.”
“You feel pain of other people.”
Ona thought about this. “Is it wrong to suffer?”
“Is not it? Is not the goal of life to avoid suffering?”
“To the Rumna, yes.” She touched the bird’s feathers and pet downward. “I
suffered so that others would not have to. Is that wrong?”
“And all of your people, who suffer needlessly?”
“We suffer no more than anyone else.”
Now Tishna stopped to think.
“You do not suffer?” Ona asked.
“We do. But we do not welcome suffering. We do not cause it on others.”
Ona’s fingers tightened over a feather, then she let go. “You caused it for me.”
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Tishna softened. “I do what Jep wanted.” He sighed, then, “You’re people
confuse me. But I am wrong to accuse you. I know you do not want to be here. But you
are. And now my people want to see you. If you are ready.”
Ona followed him around the bird where the others watched carefully, their eyes
wandering over her body wherever the moss was not covered by her clothes.
“This is my family,” Tishna said. He pointed to his mother and father, then to
their parents, and their siblings, and their children, and finally to his sister, Feena, who
seemed only slightly younger than Ona, though it may have been her cheerful smile that
made her seem youthful. The others only nodded in welcome, but she came to Ona and
touched her cheek. She pulled back when it stung, but only smiled, and Ona wondered if
this was a regular greeting for them. So Ona bent and tore a handful of grass into her
hand and touched it to the woman’s cheek, and she laughed.
#
***
Jep showed Ona where she could stay in a corner of a hut beside the mats where
his sister, Feena, slept. The inside of the hut was comfortable and cooler than expected,
but it was dry like the outdoors, and the moss on her skin itched from lack of water. She
would need to find water soon to bathe in like she had to do often on the mountain. But
this was different than the mountain. The mountain smelled fresh and earthy, like cedar
and soil. This place smelled like grass and dust and animal droppings from the many
animals the Nomad’s kept with them—large bison, camels, birds, and even dogs.
Ona set down her things and looked wearily at the spot on the ground. She almost
expected the spot to disappear, and for her to wake up in her parent’s treehouse. But it
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lingered there, and she could not will it away.
“How long will I stay here?”
“Until the White Swamp is safe. From disease and from the Rumna.”
“We are safe from the Rumna,” Ona said. “And we don’t know how long the
disease will last. What about Jep?”
“My duty is to protect you,” Tishna said.
“What’s he given you to make you care?”
Tishna’s jaw clenched, and his eyes narrowed. “Is everything a trade in the
White Swamp? Is no one concerned for the other?”
Ona straightened. “Our concern is always for the other. Mycelium connects
us. We feel each other’s pain. We would do anything for our people.”
“Yes, I have seen,” Tishna said. “And you would kill for each other.”
“That White Hypha—Harth—He was different. A drowner. We have a word
that mothers call their children—fya. It’s a deep love. It means to be connected like a
mother and a child are connected by the cord. But some are not connected, like the White
Hypha, are nila—severed from the cord. He had no fya.”
“He did not try to kill your brother because he had no fya. He killed him
because he did. He only had love for others, and not for your brother.”
“You would not protect your own family?”
“Of course,” he said. “But what would threaten it? What does my family have
that could be so valuable that a life could be taken in exchange?”
“We own little,” Ona said.
“You do not know how much you have. That others would want. Things that
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the Rumna would want.”
“You think Jep is right about the Rumna?”
“I do not know who is right. But your White Swamp is more valuable than
you know.”
“Then why don’t they take it if they want it?”
Tishna did not respond at first, but he looked at the moss that crusted over
Ona’s skin. “Only your people can do it. If Jep is right, the Rumna prefer this.”
“They buy from us,” Ona said. “We trade fairly.”
“Yes—but maybe there is something we can not see.”
“We are not slaves,” Ona said. “I wanted to prove that. It would have been
safe.” Now she stepped closer to him, her heart beating rapidly. “Please let me go.”
“No,” he said.
“But you believe him.”
“I am not sure. But I must protect you.”
“Why?”
“Because you are worth protecting.”
“Why?”
“Because you are alive.”
“Everyone is alive. The Hypha must be protected too.”
“Because you are in my care,” Tishna said. “I cannot save everyone. I can
save you.”
Ona shook her head, turning away to the small, dark corner where she would
live now.
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“Do not think about running,” he said. His voice had softened. “It is too
dangerous. Stay with us, Ona. It cannot be for long.”
Ona breathed and did not speak, but her fingers twitched at her side. She had
suffered before and found the strength to keep going. She could do it again.
But the Rumna would not have suffered in a situation like this. They had no
brothers or mothers or fathers to worry about and mourn. They had no fear. But Ona did
have a brother and a mother and a father, and she did have fear. It was who she was, and
it was how she would always live even if she tried to change her thoughts.
“What is pain in exchange for fya,” she said out loud.
“This,” Tishna said. “We can agree on.”
When she turned, he was smiling at her.
“But be aware, Ona, of distraction.”
He said this in the same way that the Rumna spoke of connection. She did not
ask him with words what he meant, but only tilted her head.
“Pain should not keep us from living,” he said. “There are bigger things in
this world than ourselves.”
Ona looked around the small room, and she thought how easy it would be to
curl up on her mat and stay there until Tishna would take her home.
“It is good for cords to be cut,” he added. “It is not a sacrifice. It is the only
way to live.”
“You think death is good?”
“Not death. Only a kind of—breaking away. A mother still holds a child to
her chest, does not she?”
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Ona felt her arms ache as he said it, that empty feeling returning.
“We hold each other tightly while we can, but we do not hold so tightly that
we destroy each other.”
“I wanted to save Jep,” she said.
His expression suddenly seemed struck by pain. “I know. I am sorry. Some
things cannot be comforted with words. Please, forgive me.”
Ona could not. Though Tishna watched with pain, she did not answer.
“I will leave you to unpack,” he said, finally. “When you are ready, you can
come out and eat with us.”
Ona nodded again, and she turned away. She lowered to her knees by her pack
and pulled her mat from it. She did not turn as Tishna’s feet sifted on the dirt floor and
padded out of the hut. She lay the mat on the floor and unpacked her things, lining up her
food and water against the wall.
A pocket sewn to the garment at her torso held a small silk pillow stuffed heavily
with soil and lantern mushroom mycelium. Ona had kept one when she had gone to the
mountain fifteen years ago, and had squeezed it by her nose when she was lonely,
smelling the rich dirt. When she was ready, she had soaked the pillow to shock the
mycelium, and after three days several white mushrooms curled up from the fibers and, at
night, illuminated a soft blue glow. She had gazed at it in wonder until she forgot her pain
and slept.
Because it was beautiful? Maybe Tishna had been right.
She held it to her nose now and breathed in and shut her eyes, until she felt as
though she were back at home in her treehouse.
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It was not too long before her thoughts wandered back to Jep and the memory of
him lying in pain in the sick house. Now, the thought that she would not see him again
struck her in the chest, and she fell onto her mat and curled up into a ball. The separation
from the White Swamp created an emptiness around her. She did not sense anything in
her surroundings. Everything was vast and unknowable, from the landscape to the minds
of these strange people around her. So she buried her head in the fold of her arm and tried
not to think too much.
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Chapter Ten
Lenith held tightly to the leather horn of his saddle and tried to look ahead
and not straight down. He had never flown before, but he had seen Rumna guides come
and go on birds, and he had imagined a smooth, peaceful flight. Perhaps it was smooth on
other birds or in different weather, but Lenith felt tossed and bumped and sore from
riding this hawk.
Like Berro had said, the bird was not fully trained, but she did eventually land
by the cabin and fall asleep until morning. Lenith had been too tired to remember that a
bird was coming, and when he saw the tall, golden form outside, he swayed backward in
shock. But Berro held out her rein to Lenith, and Lenith had to fight back his excitement.
Now that he was Rumna, he must let go of childish feelings. He took the rein and bowed.
“Her name is Vivia,” Berro said. “But you can change it if you like.”
“It is perfect,” Lenith said.
The name meant “golden wing,” and it suited the bird well. She seemed to
catch the sunlight as she flew, her feathers a mirror to its rays. Even her eyes were gold
and watchful.
When she could, she soared smoothly, wings out for a long time. But the
wind often pushed at her, and she had to flap and dip and rise to counter it. Sometimes
they crossed other, smaller birds, and she would cry out in a screech so loud that Lenith
would hear it for minutes after.
It was not until he looked back and saw Niena’s visiting place that he thought
again about the night before. As he did, he remembered the strange dream. He normally
did not think much about dreams. The Rumna had learned long ago that dreams meant
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nothing. They had been taught to ignore what could be taken as signs or messages in
dreams. But this dream did not feel like a dream at all. It did not feel real, either. It felt—
surreal. It was both real and not real, as though he had actually lain on his mat and looked
up at this woman—this Niena who was not Niena—but that she herself had not been fully
there, like an apparition. But apparitions, he knew, were also not real. They were tricks of
the imagination. Madness.
No. It was a dream. That was all.
Suddenly, Lenith realized that they were already approaching the Cliffs. The
two day journey by walking was short from the air. He was glad not to have to walk it
again.
They soared over forest until they were close enough to land. Berro had told
Lenith how to land the bird by leaning forward and then, when they were close to the
ground, back again. He leaned forward, pressing the bird’s neck. At first, Vivia resisted,
then she dipped down, her wings curved behind her.
When they neared the ground, between a space of trees, he leaned back again,
and Vivia also leaned back, using her wings to slow down, until her feet stretched out and
clutched earth.
On the ground, he realized he had not landed as close to the Cliffs as he
thought, the forest looking smaller from above. He did not recognize where he was,
except that there was a natural worn path similar to the ones around the Rumna village
and around the Cliffs. But this one led up a steep hill of rock and a wall of rock. The rock
jutted from the ground diagonal layers, forming a curved opening much like a cave. The
opening was black. Lenith had not seen this before. Beside the opening, three pairs of
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shoes were set out, and, beside these, a bucket of water. Looking more closely, he saw
that the darkness was not completely dark. Something orange and red flickered within.
It was strange. Though it was possible that Rumna would use the spot as a
place to cool down. But why did he not know about it?
He unbridled Vivia. The saddle was heavy, but he managed to slide it off of
her. She shook her feathers and puffed up in a big ball and released herself before taking
off into a tree.
Lenith left the bridal and saddle and walked up the steep hill to the black
cavern.
The entrance was shaped like a tortoise shell with a jagged top. Further back,
a warm glow beat in a slow rhythm against the walls, and several dark faces watched
him.
Five men, three women, and a child sat in the shade of the formation,
surrounded by torches. Their skin was dark, and they all wore short, tie-worm silk
clothing.
Hypha. The white of their eyes glowed orange in the torchlight, every eye on
him. Whatever they had in their laps—their weaving, shoe-making, sewing, or other
tasks—laid down and forgotten.
An older man stood. He wore a leather apron, and his skin was entirely clean
of moss. It was the man from Divan’s shoe shop.
“You lost?” he said.
“No,” Lenith said. “I only—I landed my hawk here to go to the Cliffs, but I
saw shoes, and—”
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“Wanted to have a look at us?” the man said. He stretched out his arms and
turned slowly. “Here we are!”
“I am sorry,” Lenith said. His eyes dropped to the young child on the cave
floor, pushing a hard-shelled fruit back and forth. It’s mother picked her up and held her
close to her chest. The girl grabbed at the woman’s breast, and the woman tucked the girl
beneath her shirt.
“What’er you staring at?” the woman said.
“I am sorry,” Lenith said again, this time backing away.
“Go back to your comforts, then,” she said.
Lenith stopped. “Comforts? I am Rumna.”
The shoe man laughed. “But you’ve got new shoes.”
“Yes, but—Rumna do not live in comfort. It is better that way. It helps us
remember what is important.”
A man beside the nursing woman lifted his head from the cave wall and
laughed, and then the others began laughing, too, their voices echoing darkly.
Lenith did not understand. These people should be grateful to serve Rumna.
This was their service to Niena. Their lives had meaning because of this work.
“Don’t you need to go meditate?” the laughing man said. “While we do all
the real work for you?”
Lenith could think of nothing to say. He tried to remain calm like a Rumna
should.
“You have a bird?” a voice said. A younger woman, maybe a few years older
than Lenith, rose and looked outside the cave entrance, behind Lenith. Her skin was
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patched with moss. Where her skin was exposed, it was red or scabbed.
“Yes,” he said.
The girl looked at the others, her hands twitching. Lenith did not like the way
they looked back at her, then back at him again.
The shoe man moved closer to Lenith. “You need a new pair of shoes?” he
said, pointing at Lenith’s feet.
Before Lenith could understand his question, the man leapt at his legs,
pounding into them and grabbing them so that Lenith fell backwards and hit his back and
head hard on the rock ground. The cavern spun above him. He saw the girl run past, hair
flying, while the others cheered her on.
“What—” Lenith said. The man held him down with more strength than the
old, slim man appeared to possess.
“Call for it, Lidda!” the man shouted.
The man stunk, his breath and sweat strong.
Lenith thought anxiously what to do. “Niena,” he said.
In the distance, he heard the woman, Lidda, shouting at Vivia.
More of the men and women left the cave to help, all of them calling.
“Drown it,” the man said. “How do you get it down?”
When Lenith did not answer, the man reached behind him and grabbed a
hooked tool he had been using for shoe making.
“Tell me,” he said. “Tell me or I’ll kill you.”
“She has flown enough today,” Lenith said quickly. “She needs to rest.”
“Tell me!”
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The hook dug into Lenith’s neck. He wanted to cry out for help, but he knew
no one was there.
He should not be afraid.
He was afraid. But, more than surviving, he must not allow himself to fear.
He closed his eyes.
“Don’t do that now,” the man said.
Lenith ignored him, focusing on meditation.
“Drown it, what is he doing?”
“Don’t kill him,” a voice said. “He’s half us. One of the Mothers’.”
It was the woman with the child. Lenith opened his eyes again.
The man softened his grip and, heaving in frustration, sat back enough that
his weight was not all on Lenith, and Lenith could breathe deeply again.
“Now he’ll tell Soni you tried to kill him,” the woman said. “You fool.”
“Well if I kill him he won’t.”
Lenith sat up, but his head still spun.
The others ran back into the cave, Lidda first, all shouting at one another.
Lidda saw that the man had let Lenith go, and she pounced on Lenith with a scream, her
hair hitting his face.
“Tell us how to do it!” she said. She grabbed him by the shoulders and shook
him. “I want to go home!”
“Home?” Lenith said.
Something in his voice, his calm, must have confused her, because she
stopped shaking him.
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“I do not understand,” Lenith said.
Lidda sat back as if exhausted, her skin paling. Another woman came and
lifted her away and gave her water. Lidda watched him as she drank.
“You don’t understand? Who are you?”
“I am Lenith. Are you—trying to leave?”
The laughing man laughed again, but this time he was the only one.
“You think we want to be here?” the shoe man said.
Lenith did not answer, but he had thought that. He had been taught that many
times.
Lidda stopped the woman from giving her more water. “Can you help us?”
Her sincerity struck Lenith. He did not understand what was happening.
These Hypha did not want to be here? Why? They had purpose here, as they had purpose
in the White Swamp.
“I do not know,” he said, honestly. “If you let me go, I can see what I can
do.”
Lidda sighed loudly.
“It’s a trick,” the laughing man said.
“If we let you go,” Lidda said. “You can’t tell what we did to anyone.”
“I promise,” Lenith said. “But—why do you need the bird? It is not a long
walk.”
“It’d be too slow,” the woman with the child said.
“Your bird may be hard to find,” Lidda said.
“She will be alright. And I can walk.”
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The shoe man had held only Lenith’s feet now. In anger, he tore off Lenith’s
shoes and threw them back into the cave. But he let Lenith go.
Lenith stood. “I will keep my promise,” he said.
A chill washed over him as he met their saddened faces.
“I will,” he said again.
He left them, not looking back even to see if one held a weapon to him. He
walked away and down the steep hill. He left Vivia’s bridal and rein and, when he was
far enough from the cave that the Hypha could not see him, he ran, barefoot, to the Cliffs.
***
When Lenith saw Soni, he wanted to tell her about the Hypha, but he
remembered his promise and said nothing. Soni had stood waiting for him by the Cliffs,
expecting his return,. She welcomed him with pleasure.
“You have done well,” she said. “Soon, you will be a Rumna guide. Far from
here.
Lenith imagined flying Vivia so far that he could not see the mountain or the
White Swamp or the forests. Maybe Soni would send him to the ocean, where had always
wanted to go, to stay with sailers and fishermen.
“I am ready,” Lenith said.
The words felt false, but Soni did not seem to notice.
It was the Hypha in him that had made his promise to the Hypha. He must be
Rumna now, separate from these kinds of concerns. The Hypha did not understand the
greater purpose of things.
But they had been in pain. As a future Guide, he had to know why Soni would
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allow this.
Soni handed him a water and some dried fruits and meats to eat, and he
thanked her.
“You are ready to learn your final lesson,” Soni said, and he thought he heard
a faint hint of excitement in her voice—a feeling that few adult Rumna showed. “Go and
change and clean yourself. Eat and rest. In the morning, come back here. You and the
others will go with me to the cave.”
Lenith left her to his room where he did all that she said. It felt good to rinse
in cold water and lather his caked skin in soft soap. Now, he wondered who had made the
soap, and he wondered this about the towel he used to dry himself, and the chest where
he pulled out dry clothes, and even the clothes themselves. When he pulled out pieces of
dried food and chewed on them, he wondered about them, too. He was still small from
his fast, and he could not eat many. When he set them aside, he lay back, and he slept,
deep and long, without dreams.
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Chapter Eleven
When Ona woke, the hut had darkened, and the night outside the flap was a
deep blue. She sat up, stiff and sore. The hut flap peeled back, and Ona saw Tishna’s
sister, Feena, looking in on her. When Feena saw that Ona watched, she dropped the flap
again.
Ona stood and wrapped her blanket over her shoulders so that her skin was
covered, and she stepped outside. The air was cooler, the sun barely present. The family
sat around a fire, eating. It looked warm and inviting, and the Nomad’s spoke in slow,
earthy voices. She wandered toward them, tightening the blanket over her.
Tishna’s head rose from the group, and the fire flickered red on his dark
cheek. He waved toward her. He did not look angry, but smiled in welcome, and he
moved aside to make space for her.
She sat on soil between him and his mother. The woman smiled at her as she
had before, and said something to Tishna.
“She says you look rested,” Tishna said.
“I’m not sure I will sleep tonight.”
“Then you can look at the stars. They are brilliant here.”
Ona looked up. Passed the smoke, the sky was clear, and stars speckled it.
She had not seen them so vibrant since she had lived on the mountain. She saw one shoot
across the sky and disappear, and she wondered where it went. Soni had once told her the
stars died and crossed over to the skies of Niena.
“I wonder if anyone has counted them,” she said.
“We use them to travel.”
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“How?” Her people never traveled far, but the Rumna had discovered how
the sun, moon, and stars moved in patterns, and how they could measure time by these
patterns. The Hypha followed these rhythms to keep aligned with the Rumna’s calendar,
but they did not observe them themselves.
Tishna pointed to the stars and explained to her how they moved, but how one
star in particular held its course and could be relied upon.
“A gift from Niena,” Ona said.
He lowered his hand. “I thought Hypha did not follow Niena?”
Ona looked away from the sky for a moment, and the stars remained on
Tishna’s face until they blinked out.
“We believe,” she said. “But we can’t be with Niena in the way the Rumna
are. It’s not our purpose.”
Tishna frowned, but he leaned forward to pick at the fire.
Around them, his family’s speech waned, and some dispersed to their huts.
“Where can I find water?” Ona said. “For bathing?”
“I will show you.”
She followed him past the huts through thick grass that Tishna brushed back
with a stick as they walked. “Too keep away snakes,” he said. Soon, the grass fell back,
and in the dark Ona barely saw the outline of a round structure as high as her chest. She
touched it, and it was made from stone. The stone circled around a dark, empty space in
the middle. Tishna picked something up and dropped it into the hole. Then he grasped a
rope and pulled it up.
He lifted what Ona now saw was a bucket and placed it on the ground beside
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her. The moon reflected in the bucket where water filled it.
“It is not much,” he said.
“Thank you,” she said.
“Good, good. I will leave you. Or I can take it where you like.”
“Here is fine,” Ona said. “If no one is coming by.”
“We draw our water in the mornings,” he said.
“Did you build this? I thought you wandered from place to place.”
“Another family built the well. We have built other wells. You can find them
on the Plains. We dig them and leave markings. For other travelers.”
Ona thanked him again, and he left her. When he was out of sight, she
removed her blanket and her garments and used her hands to scoop the water from the
bucket onto her skin. The moss drank it in and swelled back into its healthy softness,
soothing the skin beneath it. Then Ona drank from the water while she let the moss soak
it all in until it no longer dripped from her. She put on her clothes, wrapped the blanket
over her, and looked for a stick to use for her walk. But Tishna had already left his own,
and she gratefully picked it up and held it before her as she returned to the Nomad’s
temporary village.
The others had gone, and even Tishna’s sister had disappeared into her hut to
sleep. The fire smoldered flameless in its pit, and Ona lay beside it, her face turned
upward so she could gaze at the stars.
A strange sound came from the grassy fields beyond the huts, and it took Ona
a moment to recognize the guttural grunting of the heron. Banu’s wings flapped as he
found footing on the ground, and something dark and long wriggled from his beak. She
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wondered how the Nomads were able to keep a bird without tying it down, but she now
saw the benefit of the bird catching its own food.
If she only knew how to fly one, she could escape.
But how difficult could it be? She had watched Tishna do it for a few hours,
and it only took the subtle twists of the reins to steer it. Perhaps she could fly it. She
would only need a saddle and reins, and she could take off with the bird back to her
brother.
Or she could go further, past the White Swamp. She could go to the
mountain, where Jep had wanted her to go. She could find the answers he needed. If he
was right, she may even find the cure for the disease that had likely spread further across
his skin. Maybe, if she was careful, she could see her child.
Ona watched the bird but did not move. She would not go tonight. For now,
she felt more at ease knowing that she had a possible escape. She could stay for the night
and another day now that she had hope.
But Tishna must have considered the possibility of her flying the bird. He must
have a plan to stop her. She needed a good plan.
First, she would need the bird to trust her.
She rose, slow, and walked steadily toward the field where the heron tore at
whatever it had hunted. It did not seem bothered by her movements but continued to eat,
occasionally throwing its head back to swallow.
As she moved closer, the bird lifted its head and watched her from its left eye. It
stood still as a tree, as though it believed she could not see it if it did not move. She did
not bother with a stick now as she waded through tall grass. The bird lowered its neck,
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and it screamed a grackled scream, and it lifted its wings and thrust itself into the air. Ona
felt the rush of wind on her face as she watched the bird fly, its legs straight behind it,
and a final grunt expressing its annoyance.
The giant form landed in a field far off, its head turned as if to keep one eye on
her.
Ona stood there, the grass bumping her knees. This might be difficult.
Another sound halted her thoughts. It was not like the insect sounds or the
heron’s grunt or the hushed whispers of the grass. It was a rustle, blended with a steady
sifting. The sound surrounded her from all sides, but though she looked around, she saw
nothing.
The heron grunted again, and flew further away.
Then Ona noticed that the grass around her parted and sank back, and
something moved below it. That something was a large, long body, as tall as her knees,
that wrapped all the way around her feet.
A snake. It was like a snake she had seen once in the White Swamp. But the
Hypha had no fear of snakes and large reptiles or spiders or any creature. Through
mycelium, they could send them off. But here, in the plains, Ona had no connection to the
animals, and she had no connection to the men and women that slept except her own
voice, which she could not use in her fear that it would hasten the snake’s attack. She
watched, not breathing, as it circled, and she looked for the end of it. But there was no
end to it. It went on and on in an endless circle. But then something rose from the grass,
and two green eyes like glowing mushrooms watched her. The face was the size of her
own. She wanted to run, but its body lay in rings around her.
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She had seen snakes hunt before. She knew in seconds it could strike and sink
its fangs into her neck and wrap itself around her until she lost air. Then it would swallow
her. Whole.
The head stayed there for a moment, suspended in complete stillness, but
then, in an instant, it dropped again, and its body uncurled like unraveled thread, and it
was gone.
Ona gasped and finally took in several shaking breaths. Her head felt light,
and her legs like reeds, and she fought falling over. Instead she turned and ran out of the
field and back to the clearing where the huts slept and the coals of the fire faded. She sat
by them until she could breath normally again, but she could not take the image of those
green eyes out of her vision.
Why had it left her? It could have easily taken her. Why had it hesitated, and
then left?
The heron had also fled. Why?
But even the Nomads here had been startled by her. She cringed when she
thought of how they looked at her skin, like she was a strange animal.
Not just strange. Threatening. They feared it. They wanted to keep away from
it. Some, like Feena, were curious enough to come near, but that was all that attracted
them to her—her strangeness.
Perhaps the snake had a similar reaction. It wanted to see what this creature
was—to see if it was edible. When it found out, when it smelled the sweet, earthy scent
of the moss, when it saw the patches on her skin, it decided she was not edible. But it had
fled from her. It was more than rejection. It was fear.
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The Rumna were also afraid of the mycelium, if Rumna could be afraid. It
was more of a repulsion, or need to keep away from it. This was part of their separation.
When Sanifa came to the Swamp, he covered himself in heavy clothes. When the
Mothers came to Bar-Rum—what?
Ona tried to remember. She remembered Soni beside her, not touching her,
but not edging away.
No. Soni had not been afraid.
#
The night had grown cold, and Ona again wrapped her blanket around her,
and she returned to the hut where Feena slept. She could not see her in the dark, but she
heard her steady breathing. Ona felt around with her hands and feet until she found her
mat, and she lay there.
Staring into the dark was like staring into the blackness of the cave on BarRum where she waited after Soni had left her with only loose garment around her naked
body.
Ona curled onto her mat, shutting her eyes. But the memories crowded her
mind anyway, pushing their way in.
Those hands, manipulating her. The stale breath. The heartbeat against hers.
Hands pulling at the moss on her skin. The moss, still there, still crawling with mycelium.
And he had not backed away, even when she pushed against him.
He had not been afraid.
Ona blinked at the tent wall until it appeared in her vision.
Somehow, the Rumna, who did not want to be near mycelium in the Swamp,
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had touched and lived with Hypha for many, many years without slithering away.
He had touched her. She remembered now. She remembered how, when she
fought, against her own will, he had touched her, and she was suddenly gone from that
cave room and seemed to sit on a quiet hill facing the mountain of Bar-Niena. Through a
touch, he had sent her mind away.
And Soni had touched her, too. In the stone room where the wash basin sat to
her left and another woman at her legs, Soni had removed her white gloves and touched
her.
Ona drew out the mycelium from her pouch and squeezed it by her nose and
tried to think of home. But already the images had fixed themselves in her mind to stay.
She could not fight them.
And she remembered.
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Chapter Twelve
Lenith found Soni waiting in the white light of morning at the top of the
staircase to the Cliffs. Tor and Feyor, the two young Rumna who had returned from BarNiena before Lenith stood beside her. There would have been four of them, Lenith
remembered, but he pushed this thought aside as he followed Soni to the cave where he
had learned to meditate.
Tor and Feyor talked about their journey with constrained excitement. They
talked more calmly now, as they should now that they had seen Niena, yet their voices
sometimes pitched when they described her, and again when they talked of their first
flights.
Lenith shared is own story distractedly, wondering what they were about to
learn, but they still listened with curiosity.
When they reached the cave, its opening dark and unlit, they gathered torches
from the entrance and lit them. Soni held hers in her gloved hands below the roof of the
cave and faced them all.
“What you are learning today is learned by all Rumna. It is a great power that
we only teach to those who are worthy of it.” She looked at all of them as she had done at
the Pool of Meditation before choosing the order that they would go to the mountain.
“You are all worthy.”
With the subtlest of smiles, she turned.
They followed her through the room where they had learned to meditate, then
took a turn down a new passage, narrow and hard and echoing, where they had to duck
their heads and tuck in their arms to move. The passage was not long, and when they
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reached the end, another room opened up, smaller than the other. Here, another narrow
passage, only taller, opened up, and they followed it. This passage widened, so that three
people could walk beside on another comfortably, and here they stopped.
Soni turned, her face shadowed strangely by the firelight, making her eyes
dark pits.
Lenith smelled something strange here—not rock or smoke, but something
musty, like wet forest. And there was a breeze here, and a faint light.
“The wall,” Soni said, and cast her light over it. As she passed her torch
across the wall, Lenith saw that it was not cave wall but rock and soil. They were no
longer surrounded by cave only but had reached the end where the rock ended and the
soil joined. Above them, the soil cracked with light. From that crack, white threads
spilled like water and gripped the soil, holding it all together.
“Mycelium,” Soni said. “This mycelium connects to the White Swamp.”
“So far?” Lenith said.
“Further,” Soni said.
“It is disgusting,” Feyor said, her nose pinched.
“It is power,” Soni said.
The girl looked at Soni for an instant like she was crazy, but was careful to
steady her expression again. “We hate the mycelium. It is dirty, like the Hypha.”
“No,” Soni said. “The Hypha are dirty, yes, and petty. They let the earth take
over their bodies and minds. But we—” She passed her torch to Tor and lifted off one of
her gloves. Pressing her hand near the flame, she showed them her bare palm. But then
she moved her hand to the wall of mycelium, and the white webs in the soil moved to
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reach for her skin. Then thin white hooks stretched from Soni’s bare palm, from within
her skin, like hairs that rise with a chill.
“We are clean.We are detached—body and mind—but—” The mycelium in
the soil and the mycelium on her palm hooked together and connected. “—we have the
power to see.”
She removed her hand again, and the mycelium crept back into soil. “The
Hypha are covered in mycelium from head to toe because of their moss. You were all
born with this capability because of your mothers.” As she spoke, she showed them her
hand, now bare again. “But we do not need moss. We have discovered a way for us to see
through the mycelium without being connected to it. Without living with it. Our bodies,
you see, are clean. The mycelium exists only in the palm of ones’ hand, hidden, until we
need it.” She replaced her gloves and took her torch from Tor. “Today, you will attach
and see.”
“What will we see?” Lenith said.
“We see the White Swamp. But more than that. As you have been taught,
Niena wants the Rumna to guide the people in the world. The Hypha, more than any
other group, has been difficult. Our only way to control them has been through peace. But
the only way to maintain peace is to stop disobedience before it takes over. Before it
corrupts. Through mycelium, we have been able to do this. As you can see—”
She stepped back further into the cave, revealing more with her torch. The
hallway stretched further back, all of it coated in the sloped soil, but here there was not
just mycelium against the wall. First Lenith saw a green hand, then an arm, then an entire
body. A woman lay against the wall, covered in mycelium that branched and curled
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around the moss on her skin.
Lenith moved to look more closely at her, and he saw that she was a young
woman with dark hair.
Lidda.
She raised her eyes at him, and he expected her to scream in hate, but she
showed no hate now. Instead, her eyes pleaded.
“We have servants here who connect to all of the mycelium,” Soni continued.
“You and I, of course, can only connect to the mycelium that we were born with—
whatever connected to our mothers. This is what is naturally in us as we grow. But these
Hypha can connect to the entire White Swamp. They—watch—for us. Every movement.
Every conversation. And here—”
She walked on, and another body appeared. Another woman lay attached to
mycelium. But this mycelium was dark. Instead of white, it was a deep red. This red
branched over the white mycelium, and where they touched, the mycelium and moss
turned brown and shriveled. Much of her skin had already been torn of moss, and now
there were only red streaks. The woman’s head lay on her shoulder, and she breathed so
slowly she might be mistaken as dead. She blinked when she saw him, and her head
twitched slightly.
“This is where true power lies, Rumna,” Soni said. “The red mycelium is a
disease to the Hypha. But it is also a disease to us. By attaching a Hypha like this woman
to it, we can safely manipulate it towards the people who rebel.”
Lenith listened and nodded, but inside his heart would not settle.
Tor and Feyor also nodded, but easily, their attention quickly turned back to
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the mycelium on the wall.
Lenith forced his mind to accept this. Soni had always been wise. Her words
must be true. One day, maybe, he would understand this. But now his stomach ached, and
his head ached, and his heart trembled.
Why was this more difficult for him than the others? He was the one Soni had
trusted. She had said he showed strength. Where was that strength now?
The woman looked at him again, and, for a moment so quick that he could
have imagined it, she smiled. Even when the smile was gone, she held him in her gaze.
She blinked again, and looked at her hand. Lenith followed her eyes to her hand, which
she opened and closed. Then she looked at him again, and her eyes—black—pulled at
him.
He looked away before Soni could notice this brief exchange. Soni had begun
to move back to the wall of mycelium.
“All you have to do,” she said, “is touch it. You will see.”
“How do we know which one to touch?” Tor said.
“Your body will know,” Soni said. “Reach out your hand. Feel the mycelium
until it latches on.” She turned to Lenith, who still stood between Lidda and the woman in
the red mycelium. “Come,” she said. But she turned away again, watching the others as
they touched their hands to the mycelium.
“It’s latching!” Feyor said.
The woman again opened and closed her hand. “Touch,” she said, but in the
softest whisper. He lifted his hand, but she said, “Not the red.”
He found a spot on her arm that was not touched by the red, and he placed his
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hand there.
His palm tingled first, and he felt that some alien thing crawled beneath it.
Then he felt a stronger tingling, like needles, in several places on the skin of his palm. He
did not raise his hand to see, but he knew that the mycelium in him—that had been in him
all of his life without him knowing it—had clung to the mycelium on this woman’s arm.
Then he saw.
A dark girl in a dark room—part of this cave. Though her face was in the
shadow of a flickering flame, he recognized her in an instant.
Mala.
He almost said her name out loud, and he clenched his mouth closed.
He did not know how long he held his hand there, but he released it suddenly,
stepping back before Soni could see.
The woman looked at him again, and she smiled again.
Then Soni’s voice shook him. “She will not live long,” she said. “The red
mycelium works quickly.”
The woman still smiled, but Lenith turned away. He moved to Soni, his legs
suddenly weak, and joined the others in finding their mycelium.
“It is—shared meditation,” Lenith said aloud, staring at the mycelium.
“It is,” Soni said. “You understand now.”
He reached out his hand.
“You must not connect too far,” Soni said. “This is for separation, not
connection. It is a deeper way to meditate than you have ever done before. It is not
illusion—it is real.”
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Lenith latched quickly, and, as he closed his eyes, his mind followed the
mycelium out of the cave. It rushed passed the forest of the mountain. He followed it
further, down the mountain, and further, his mind racing forward, forward, fast, until he
was dizzy. He flew across the forest at the base of the mountain, and then the marsh, and
then, finally, he saw the edge of the White Swamp. He slowed there, and then, more
slowly, moved closer.
The edge was a curtain of long trailing lichen that fell from the trees. This
was where his mother lived. This place was a part of the people who shared his blood, his
skin—his mycelium. This was the true home of the Hypha who lived in the cave, forced
to stay here by Rumna.
This place was dirty. Dangerous. This was where people killed each other out
of love and despaired because of hope. This was where mothers nursed their children and
women married men and touched each others’ bodies, naked and dirty and connected in
their pain.
Why did he want to move closer?
He inched nearer. He was so close, he could have touched the lichen if he had
been truly present there. But he only saw it through the eyes of the mycelium. This was
like a Hypha message. He had learned how the mycelium was one life form that saw
everything and shared its visions with the Hypha and the animals and the trees. Now he
was seeing through it, and it was not like the meditation he had learned so far, formed
only from mental images. He sensed it all—the scent of moss and sulfur and water, the
sound of the wind in the trees, the feeling of that wind, thick and hot, on his skin, the
taste of soil.
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And then it was all gone.
He was in the cave, blinded, falling backwards onto the cave floor. He
blinked, panicking, until he regained sight and saw that the others had also fallen. But
Soni stood above them without concern.
“It is a rush the first time,” she said. “But you will get used to it.”
Lenith’s hand stung. He turned it over. The mycelium still clung to his palm.
But more lived there, now. The mycelium lay over a thin patch of pale green moss.
Looking back up at the wall, he saw that the moss had reached out of the soil where he
had touched. He had connected too deeply.
He clenched his hand into a closed fist.
#

#
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Chapter Thirteen
Ona screamed, her head thrown back, but her body would not release the life
inside her.
“You are too attached,” Soni said. Her white hair was drawn up in a loose knot,
the taut wrinkles around her eyes creasing more deeply as she watched only Ona’s face
and nothing of what happened below, where another woman continued to tell her to push.
Ona muttered, “Fya,” softly, barely knowing what she was saying or why.
“Your fya will kill you both!” Soni said. “That cord has to be cut. You have to let
go. Remember what you have learned here.”
Ona closed her eyes, but the darkness gave her no distraction.
She breathed the way she had been taught, with her lips round and the air pushing
against her teeth.
This was her purpose. For eighteen years, she had known it. For nine months, she
had borne it. She had known it was there from twinges, from hunger, from sickness. She
had felt it explore inside her and press its hand against her, trying to reach out. She had
loved it, and she had hated loving it. Soon, it would be gone from her. Her body would be
an empty shell.
“For—the Goddess—of the World,” Ona said between breaths.
“Yes, yes,” Soni said. “For Niena. She will be pleased with you, Ona. But you
must let the child go.”
Ona screamed again, but she could not push. Just as her body seemed to tear open,
Soni’s bare hand fell over her forehead like a damp cloth, and everything in the cold
stone room was gone, buried in blackness.
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She smelled only soil and moss.
She blinked. Nothing. She blinked again, then again, until a soft image formed
and sharpened, and she recognized the White Swamp, her home. An orange and red
sunset speckled the canopy. Insects hummed. Frogs croaked.
Somehow, she was not frightened. She stared as if the image might disappear.
This was much like a mycelium connection. But it was different. She was there. She sat
in a canoe. Her body had weight to it. The air was damp and smelled of sweet earth.
A weight settled into her lap. A package wrapped in green woven cloth sat where
her belly had been before. She touched her stomach beneath the package and gasped. It
was flat and hard, like the belly of a Rumna woman, who would never have children.
“Do you see me?”
It was Soni’s voice. Ona turned her head, expecting to see her beside her in
another canoe. But she was in front of her, in the boat. Ona did not know how she had not
seen her before.
“Do you see me?” Soni repeated.
“Yes.” Her own voice seemed distant.
Neither of them held an oar, and their boat nestled into a pool of scum and
floating frog eggs and fallen branches.
“Do not fear,” Soni said. “You are safe here.”
“Are we really here?” Ona asked.
“Does it matter?”
“Yes. I need to be—doing something.” Somehow, she had forgotten what that
was.
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“Be here right now.
“I don’t feel well.”
“Look around you. What do you see? What do you feel?”
Around her, the forest dimmed like a fading flame. For a moment, the distraction
of her surroundings eased her pain. She looked at Soni, curious, and Soni’s gaze returned
the same curiosity. Her right eyebrow raised and stayed there, suspended.
The pain in her abdomen expanded again. The forest continued to dim, and,
as it did, her stomach seemed to glow. She touched it, and it was hot. It was on fire. Her
fear returned, and she leaned forward, holding the flatness of her belly.
“Stop it! What’s happening!”
Soni held out her hand to her. “Come with me.”
She did not understand, but she had to leave the pain. She found her hand in
Soni’s.
She saw nothing but red. Her skin, still exposed, was warm. Her legs sat in
something that poked her skin.
“Open your eyes.”
She opened them, lifting back the film of red.
The world was on fire. She sat in an open meadow surrounded by trees, and the
trees were burning. Tree limbs crackled and snapped and fell. Heat rippled in the air and
pulsed against her skin. Without thinking, she held tightly to the package in her lap and
pressed it to her chest. It was soft inside, like a duck-down pillow. But it also had rolls
and curves in it, almost like a living thing. She wanted to keep it safe.
“Where are we now?” Soni said.
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“West of the White Swamp, near the Plains. The Bush Hypha are doing a
Burning.”
“Why?”
“It makes new things grow.”
“Hmm.” Soni’s face was serious, her eyebrow still raised.
“This is like mycelium,” Ona said.
“It is Meditation,” Soni corrected.
“So none of it is real? You are putting this in my mind?”
“It is real in our minds. That is what matters.”
“What’s in here?” Ona asked, holding the package and turning it over to see if
there was an opening. But there wasn’t. The fabric wrapped around it on all sides without
a tie.
“Do not worry about that,” Soni said.
Ona found it hard not to think about it, but then another branch snapped and
fell and sent a spark into the grass in front of them.
“Why did you bring me here?” Ona asked.
“I did not. You did. Your pain took you to a place of pain. But you have already
said what you know to be true—that not all pain is bad. Your subconscious knows that
the pain will end and give life, just as you said that ash from the trees will give life.” She
held out her hand again. “But you do not have to feel the pain. Do not resist. Do not
think. Let me take you somewhere you have never been.”
Ona lowered the package into her lap to take her hand again.
“Close your eyes,” Soni told her.
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She did. After a moment, Soni told her to open them.
It was dark. Ona blinked to make sure her eyes were open, but it was still dark.
Her legs touched something cold. She put her hand down and touched the solid surface of
what felt like rock. She did not wait for Soni to ask her this time.
“We are in a cave,” she said. “But—not where I met the Rumna man. Where?”
She could not see Soni, but she heard her breathing.
“A cave near Bar-Niena,” she said. Again her voice came from beside her.
The room smelled of the same soil and moss as the Swamp.
“I can’t see anything.”
“Let me help.”
Suddenly, Soni held a lit torch. As the forest had dimmed earlier, now the cave
illuminated in a soft, white light. The walls, jagged and sloped, were pocketed with
gemstones. Each stone refracted and reflected the light in all directions and colors. Ona
held out her hands and caught fractals of green and purple and blue and yellow and pink.
“It’s beautiful,” she said. “I’ve never seen so many stones.”
She moved her hand around to watch it shift the colors, the green passing from
her thumb to her pinky, purple moving from her wrist to her palm.
The package also held the colors in it, the green weave blending them into new
colors.
“Is this really happening?” she said.
“Do not wonder. Just look.”
Ona laughed.
This must be how Rumna maintained their separation from pain. They escaped it.
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This was the peace that her child was going to be given. Her child would be free from
hard labor and long, hot days in the swamp. It would be trained to be free from all
suffering.
“Thank you,” she said. Her cheeks warmed when she saw Soni smiling at her. Her
smile was strange and almost strained, as though she had meant to frown but could not
stop herself.
Ona thought about her child playing freely beneath the foot of the mountain
among the other Rumna.
As she thought, she realized that her belly felt no pain. She moved the package
and looked down at her stomach. The lights moving across her skin. When she looked up
again, Soni was holding her hand out to her.
“You are ready,” she said.
Ona opened her eyes.
She saw nothing. The darkness cramped her in its spacelessness. It took her a
moment to realize that she really was caught between walls on all sides, her legs and
shoulders and back and elbows pressed against solid rock. She felt around with her
fingertips. The package was still in her lap. More rock barricaded her from the front,
close enough that she could not straighten her arms. But below, at the height of her waist,
the wall curved inward in an opening large enough to crouch into. She tried to bend over
to see how deep it went, but the package was in the way. She lifted it and placed it behind
her between her back and the wall and bent further until her forearms touched the ground
and her head just barely entered the open space.
A spot of light stung her eyes. She closed them and blinked until it no longer
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hurt to see the light. From its glow, she could see enough to know that she was facing a
long tunnel of rugged rock.
She lifted herself and resettled the package in her lap. She looked up, holding
her hands out. But they hit a hard ceiling inches above her head. She felt all around to
make sure the tunnel was the only opening. She felt the walls again, and the floor.
“Soni?”
Her voice echoed back to her. Her breathing quickened.
“Soni?”
She held onto the package and squeezed it to her, rocking back and forth as
much as she could in the small space.
“Soni!”
Her voice again came back to her in an echo, and then another voice
followed, softly, from beside her—“Come, Ona.”
Ona turned her head, somehow still expecting to see Soni.
“I am here, Ona.”
She ducked again, moving the package to her back, and lowered herself onto
her forearms.
Her eyes adjusted again.
A shadow passed over the light.
“Come to me, Ona.”
She crawled forward until her head ducked completely inside the tunnel. A
cool, refreshing air flowed from the space of light where Soni waited, and Ona breathed
deep. She tucked her feet against the wall and pushed to press herself forward.
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The weight of the package fell onto her legs, and she stopped. She could not
leave without the package.
“I can’t!” she cried.
She scooted back into the hole again and found the package. She held it tight.
“What’s in it?” she said.
“Does it matter?” Soni said.
She couldn’t see the package but felt its softness, its animal-like form. Just
holding it comforted her, as though it were a part of herself.
She put it into the tunnel and pushed it ahead. Then she ducked inside again.
The package blocked the light and the air. Her chest pressed against the hard rock, and
she struggled to breathe deeply.
Soni’s voice followed her. “Ona? Ona, I do not see you.”
“I’m here!”
She tried to breathe. She crawled forward, shoving the package with her head.
But the further she crawled, the less air flowed through the tunnel. Her head felt light and
heavy all at once, and she finally withdrew back into her hole, pulling the package out of
the tunnel. She ducked her head back into the tunnel to catch her breath.
“I’m coming,” she said.
She twisted her body until her back faced the hole, then she tucked her feet in
one at a time and scooted herself in on her stomach. When she was completely in, she
reached for the package and pulled it in with her. Now, the air flowed past her feet and
legs and to her lungs.
But she was stuck. She couldn’t move backward without having something to
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push against, and the space was too tight for her to get on her hands and knees. She tried
squirming back, but it was too difficult and took all of her energy.
Her hands gripped the package. She would find a way to bring it with her.
She had to.
She moved forward, back into her hole.
She sat there for a long time, breathing deeply and thinking. But no ideas
came. She was trapped.
“Ona.”
She wanted to ignore her. She hadn’t answered her question about the
package. Why had she taken her here? How was this helping? There was something she
was supposed to be doing. What was it? It was something painful, she remembered. She
was in danger. Or someone else was. Or she and someone else were both in danger.
“Bring me back! I have to get back!”
“This is the only way.”
“But this isn’t real,” Ona said. “I need to go back.”
Something pressed on her forehead. Soni’s voice was closer than ever.
“Your body is there. But your mind is here. Fear, hope, despair—they must
be faced here, Ona. Here is the only place where these exist, and the only place where we
can face them.”
The pressing on her forehead must be Soni’s hand. Another pressure folded
over her arm above her wrist.
“You have to go now,” Soni said. As always, there was no urgency in her
voice.

132

“I can’t.” Ona squeezed the package to her.
It had become precious to her. She wanted to see what was inside, to press it to
her chest and care for it.
“I can’t take it with me,” she said. Her throat pressed in on itself, and her
voice was hoarse.
“Leave it behind,” Soni said. “Leave behind hope, and desire, and fya. It is
only when you do that you can leave behind fear and pain and despair.”
Ona did not understand. Hypha believed hope and fya were the joys of life.
But she did understand that the package, while good, must be left in the cave if she was to
survive.
“Will it be safe?” she said.
“Yes.”
Ona held the package to her belly and rubbed the soft fabric. She bent over and
kissed it. Then she set the package between her back and the wall, and she lowered
herself into the tunnel.
Inside, she breathed in the fresh air and crawled inch by inch toward the light.
Her arms led her forward, her eyes straight ahead. She squirmed, every now and then
pushing off with her feet. The cave walls rubbed her skin until it bled. Her bones ached
against the hard surface. Every now and then the ceiling would scrape the top of her head
or back, and she would cry out. But she was getting closer. Her breathing was heavy, but
the air was easier to inhale. Soon, the space of light was close enough that shapes and
colors materialized—long brown shapes against blues and greens.
“Almost here,” Soni said.

133

Ona stopped. She breathed heavily.
“Soni?”
“I am here.”
“Can I come back for the package?”
“No, Ona.”
“Will you look after it?”
“I will.”
Ona crawled. She forced her arms forward and drug them over the rough
surface. She was near the end now. She could see that the brown shapes were trees. But
they were further than they seemed before. As she reached the edge, she saw that the blue
was a lake. It was bluer than any lake she had ever seen, and above the sky was even
bluer There was nowhere to go but forward into the water. She lifted her head and felt the
sun on her face. She gripped the edge of the tunnel and pushed off.
The water embraced her.
A child screamed, and screamed, and then stopped.
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Chapter Fourteen
The torch Lenith held before him lit several lengths ahead with each step, but
he could not see past that. He ducked low and tried not to scrape his skin against the side
walls. Behind him, a guard stood, hands folded outside the cave. Now Lenith knew why.
Lenith had another restless night after Soni’s final lesson. He meditated and
reminded himself again and again that Soni’s word would always be good and wise and
true. It was wrong to doubt. It was wrong to question.
What finally led him back to the cave was not a choice to follow Soni or to not
follow, but a need to know the truth, and to find Mala. If the woman in the cave had truly
shown Lenith where Mala was, then he needed to find her, and he needed to find her
alone. His instinct was normally to tell Soni about these things, but this time he knew it
would be a mistake. The woman had shown Mala to him secretly—she knew that Soni
should not know.
If all of this ended the way he hoped, then he would tell Soni all about it with
calmness. “I had some doubts, but I am firmer in my devotion then ever.”
Still, these words felt false. He needed to learn more before he could ever say
them.
He passed the place where he had meditated before, and then walked past that into
the narrow hallway. He watched his feet until he came to the larger room where his light
did not reach the ceiling. Here the cave seemed to ripple like water, and small spiked
funnels poked out from the ceiling and floor and dripped. Lenith smelled earth. Not the
cool dry rock, but soil.
But then, from across the room, he heard something like branches falling from a

135

tree, and when he lifted his torch toward it, he saw that a rope ladder had fallen from a
hole in the ceiling he had not seen before, and it still swayed from being dropped. A foot
fell on the highest rung.
Lenith pulled a leather cover over the torch before the second foot dropped.
In the darkness, a small glow from the stranger’s torch lowered with them. Lenith
tucked himself as small as he could against the wall. The stranger, a man, climbed down
the ladder. The torch he carried cast sharp shadows across his face, and Lenith could not
recognize him. Lenith did not breathe until the man crossed the room and left through the
hall where Lenith had come. The man’s torchlight grew faint the further he went, until
the shadows around Lenith stretched over him and over the room and finally into the
tunnel opening.
There were more passages in this cave than Lenith had ever known, and he could
not help but wonder what other secrets the Rumna might be keeping. But now, he saw
nothing. The cave’s chill tickled his skin. He stilled the rising ache of panic with seven
steady breaths. Then he rose and tried to cross the room with small steps that barely lifted
from the ground. After many steps, he could not tell how far he had walked. He waved
his hands around but felt nothing. He took more steps, until his hand hit something
hard—the cave wall. He had not reached the hallway with soil. The longer he stared into
the dark, the more it felt as though something might slip by him unnoticed, or grab him,
or worse. Only his breaths calmed him.
He moved along the wall until, finally, it opened up, and he went down the hall
until he felt the soil and the mycelium.
“Hello?” he said. Even though he whispered, his voice echoed more loudly than

136

he intended.
“Boy?” It was Lidda’s voice.
“Lidda?”
“You’ve come!”
“I need your help,” he said. He still could not see as he moved forward.
“My help? I thought you’d come for me.”
“I—There is a girl,” Lenith said. “She is in trouble. Is she here?”
He expected the other woman with the red mycelium to answer, but it was Lidda
who spoke.
“The Rumna girl who is not a Rumna? Yes.”
“What do you mean?” He felt the wall more as he walked until he accidentally
touched Lidda’s hand, and he stopped. “Sorry.” He felt the air move with Lidda’s
breathing.
“The woman here before,” Lidda said. She hesitated. “Her name was Elma. She
knew the girl. She said—I know it sounds crazy, and maybe she was crazy. But she said
that the girl—Mala, I think? The girl is her daughter. But Elma was not a Mother. They
just took her daughter anyway.”
“She is only Hypha?” Lenith said.
He thought of Mala’s dark skin and her difficulty with being Rumna. This was
why. She was not Rumna. She was Hypha. His head spun, but even as more questions
came into his mind, he remembered the most urgent question he had now. “Where is the
woman now? And where is Mala?”
“They took Elma away.” Her voice cracked. “I think—I don’t know—”
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“She is dead?” Lenith said, suddenly cold.
“I don’t know. I don’t know. She was from my family—” She seemed to tremble.
“We always thought she was dead. Now maybe she is.”
“I do not understand.”
“You don’t understand anything.” Behind her sadness, there was still anger.
“I want to understand.”
“You just want to save your friend.”
“Please,” he said. “I think she might be in trouble. Where is she?”
“In the room up the ladder. That’s what Elma told me. Elma would give her some
of her water every day. But she’s skinny as a stick. I don’t think she’s eaten.”
“Thank you.”
“Are you going to leave me here?”
“What can I do?”
“Cut me out of this.” He heard a wrinkling sound and imagined that she struggled
with the mycelium.
Lenith still could not see, and he had no knife or anything sharp. “I do not know if
I can.”
Lidda was quiet, then said, “I know. I only hoped. Go—save your friend.”
Lenith did not move, waiting for her to beg him. But she did not. In the darkness,
he sensed that she was being honest.
“I will come back for you,” he said. And he did not question if this was
disobedient or unlike a Rumna. He did not think if Soni would approve. He only knew
that it was what he must say. “I promise.”
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“Thank you, boy.”
“Lenith.”
“Lenith—Thank you.”
Lenith left her, feeling around in the dark until the cave opened up again and he
moved to where the ladder hung.
The rope scratched his pinky, and he gripped wood. He dropped the torch to grip
the wood with his other hand. He looked up, hoping to see light despite the absence of it
so far, and saw none.
At the top of the ladder, he climbed onto more hard ground and felt around him.
The walls could have been a mile away or an arm’s-length. He did not know except that it
was cool, and the air thin. He clicked his tongue and listened to the sound bounce off the
cave walls. It was hard to discern how quickly they came back, or from where, but the
sound was duller than below, and he felt that the room must be much smaller. He reached
up with one hand but did not feel a ceiling. He sat on his heels and reached up again. He
rose, gradually, until he stood straight up and could touch the ceiling with his hand
stretched up but bent at the elbow. Now that he could stand, he could walk. But which
way? He listened, hoping to hear some kind of sign of people—a cough, a step, a sigh,
anything.
Then he heard it. A faint, almost inaudible whisper.
Lenith.
It snaked along the walls and tickled his ears.
“Mala,” he whispered back. His heart pulsed. He had found her. He smiled, and
wanted to shout, but he remained calm. He remembered, fearfully, that he did not know
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what kind of condition she would be in. Would she be able to leave with him? Would she
survive if she did?
Lenith.
This time, he paid attention to the direction of the whisper. It came from the left,
and he moved that way. He brushed his feet forward on the rock a toe’s width at a time,
his hands reached out before him to feel the cool emptiness for anything hard.
Lenith.
The voice came from below him, from the ground. He stooped, and felt, and
his hand fell on what felt like the cold skin, rounded, like a limb.
“Lenith,” Mala said. “Don’t touch me.”
He dropped his hand.
“Do you have a light?” she said.
“I had to take it out.”
“Here,” she said. “I have a match. There are more torches on the walls.
Lenith accepted the match and lit two torches.
Mala lay against the cave wall, her hair a matted brown knot above her head,
her brown skin paled. Around her body, red mycelium clung to her as it had to the
woman, Elma.
Mala had closed her eyes, her face twisted in discomfort, but then, slowly, her
eyelids fluttered back, and her eyes, glassy and red, saw him.
“Lenith,” she said, but did not smile.
“I am here,” Lenith said.
“I am glad you came.”

140

Lenith smiled, but he did not know what to say. He knelt beside her instead and
tried not to show his fear.
“They want me dead” Mala said. Tears fell down her cheeks, catching light like
morning dew. “I wanted them to kill me, before Elma—my mother—” She swallowed
and clamped her mouth closed, but it was not enough to keep out a huffed, stifled cry.
“I know,” Lenith said. “Lidda told me. I am sorry, Mala.”
She nodded, then said. “I am sick. With red mycelium. You are brave to be near
me.”
Lenith thought about moving back, but he stayed and placed his hand back on her
arm.
“They would not kill me,” she said. “
“Killing is taking a soul to Niena that she has not called yet,” Lenith said,
repeating their law. “There may be no room for them, and they will be rejected.”
Mala nodded. “They have left it up to Niena,” she said. “She can save me or not.”
“Then Niena must save you,” Lenith said.
“I believe she has,” Mala said.
Lenith did not know. He had not thought about Niena since he had come to the
cave with Soni. How could Niena want this? Questions whirled in his mind so quickly
that he had to still them with a heavy breath.
He looked at her scabbed skin, the red welts like knife slashes. “A plant did this?”
“I touched her. My mother. I did not know—and she was so upset when I did.”
“How did you find her?”
“Soni,” Mala said. “She took me here when I returned from the mountain.”
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“You went to the mountain?” Lenith’s fist curled over the moss that still remained
there, small but growing. “How? Soni said—”
Mala shook her head. “She lied,” she said. “She has always lied.” She forced the
words out as her brow creased.
“She left you here?”
“Yes. I touched the mycelium first, like she asked, but I went too deep. Moss
started to grow on my skin like a Hypha.” She lifted her hand. Green moss clung to her
hand like dried mud. It traced down to her wrist and disappeared down her sleeve. “Soni
was angry. Then the woman—she began to speak to me. She told me everything. Soni
was even more angry, but she kept talking. Then I touched her, and suddenly the disease
was on me. So Soni took me up here and left me. A man comes to check on me. Guards
at both ends of the cave.”
She showed him the red marks on her hand that crept up her arm to below where
Lenith had touched. “It is moving slowly because I am not covered in moss,” she said.
“But I am so hungry, Lenith. If this does not kill me, then starvation will.”
“No, it will not,” Lenith said. “We will escape.”
Mala winced in pain and grabbed her arm. She bent her head back and bit down
on her sleeve to keep from crying out.
Lenith could not watch her suffer, and he panicked until she calmed down.
How could Soni do this? And why?
“Did the woman tell you anything else?” Lenith asked after Mala had released her
sleeve and taken several deep breaths.
“No,” she said. “Only that my father lived in the White Swamp. Lenith, I am
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sorry I brought you here. If Soni finds out that you helped me—”
“She will not,” Lenith said. He took her bare hand. “I am taking you to the White
Swamp.”
Mala tried to draw back her hand, but he tightened his grip. “You can’t,” she said.
“I know,” he said. But he did not release her.
“You are Rumna,” Mala said. “You cannot give that up.”
“I know,” he repeated. “I do not know a lot right now. You and Soni are the two
people I have trusted more than anyone. More than myself. If Soni did this, she must
have reason—”
Mala’s gaze darkened, but Lenith continued.
“I do not know, Mala. I do not know anything. But I will not let you die. And I
will not let that woman—Lidda—die either. You and I will come back, and we will save
the Hypha. But now, I want you to be safe.”
Mala smiled at first, but then her smile dropped.
“Lenith,” she said. “I cannot let you do this for me. I do not know anything either,
but I know that you are a good Rumna—whatever that is. If you do this, you will be too
attached. You cannot be Rumna. And Niena—”
“We do not even know if Niena is real,” Lenith said. He felt sick and hot as he
said it, fifteen years of belief curling up dry and rotten inside of him. But it could not dry
up so quickly, and something, as small as it may be, still lingered. “No, no I do not mean
that. I do not know anything anymore.”
Mala breathed heavily. “All I know is that I do not trust Soni like you do. And if
Soni is wrong, then all of it must be wrong.”
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“We saw Niena,” Lenith said.
“Did we?”
Lenith remembered the ivory woman with the braids and the calm voice. Then
there was the dream he had—the dream about Niena as a pregnant woman in labor.
“I cannot forget everything Niena has meant to me,” he said.
“I can. But it does not matter now.”
She stopped and listened as a heavy thud beat against the cave walls in echoes.
Lenith extinguished the light. But the cave was not in complete darkness. A soft light
made it possible for him to see several feet ahead. A light that grew brighter from beyond
them as more thuds approached.
Lenith and Mala said nothing, but, with one mind, crawled from the cave wall
toward the opening in the floor. They felt around until they felt nothing, and Lenith
grasped the rope handle. He placed it in Mala’s hand so she could feel her way onto the
first step. She found it with her foot, and she climbed down, slow. But as Mala reached
the bottom, and Lenith found his own foot on the ladder, a voice pounded at him.
“Stop!” it said.
Lenith recognized the Rumna as Grola, the Rumna Guard. Lenith did not wait. He
jumped and fell with his feet hard on the ground, catching himself with his hands before
he fell. He scrambled to his feet, just as Grola’s body pounded into his from behind, his
wiry arms gripped over Lenith’s chest. Lenith tried to elbow the man in the stomach, but
it did nothing.
“Stay still,” Grola said. “Let me see you!”
He tried to twist Lenith around to catch a glimpse of his face, but Lenith fought it.
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“Stay. Still.” Grola said, and this time his hands clutched Lenith’s forehead.
“No!” Lenith said.
He fixed his eyes on Mala and thought of nothing but what he felt and saw and
heard and smelled. Hard floor beneath his feet. Grola’s knee jabbing his side. Cool air.
The damp cave scent.
But Grola’s was stronger in mind than Lenith.
“No!” he cried out again.
But his shout did not echo, instead falling silent against a warm, sunny day.
Mala was gone. The cave was gone. Lenith lay in a meadow, green all around,
blue above. The sunlight glared in his eyes, and he closed them and felt the warmth on
his lids and cheeks. If he had been born from only the older Rumna, he might burn lying
there. But he was part Hypha, at least in blood, and his darker skin protected him like a
shield and soaked it in until it darkened even more. He could not remember how he had
gotten there. He was hungry and would need to return before they put away lunch. He
wondered what they had there. Probably venison again, or nut bread, or honey cakes. He
hoped for mushrooms.
“Run!”
Mala stood before him, screaming at him, her hand and the moss and red
mycelium in her palm held up like a weapon. Behind him, Grola backed away, staring at
Mala’s hand in horror.
“Stop!” Grola said. “Get back!”
Lenith found his balance and fought the dizziness in his head.
“Wha—” he tried to say, but Mala turned and ran, and he followed.
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Outside, the day was bright, and they ran with their vision spotting. Lenith
thought he would lose all of his sight, but somehow his eyes adjusted and he continued to
run. But Mala was slow, crouched and weak from hunger. He slowed down for her, and
he took her into the forest away from the worn path.
“We’ll find my bird,” he said. “She’s this way.”
He quickened his speech in the way a Hypha might, the Rumna’s calmness
and slow speech impossible at this time.
They walked over bramble and fallen trees and thick roots. They walked
through spider’s webs, and under low-hanging branches and vines. In the light, Lenith
saw how Mala’s face had paled, her eyes pink around the edges, her lips dry and
colorless.
“It won’t be long,” Lenith said. “Trust me.”
“I do.”
She looked up at him as he raised a branch for her to step beneath.
When Lenith found the saddle and bridal, he looked for a moment toward the
cave entrance where the he had found the Hypha. From this angle, he could not see them,
but he remembered his promise.
He cried out for Vivia, and waited anxiously, his eyes on the sky, as they
waited.
The Hypha man—the shoe maker—stepped out of the cave.
“It’s the Rumna boy!” he shouted back at the others.
“I’m coming back,” Lenith said. “I promise.”
The man nodded once, firmly, and raised his hand. Lenith raised his back.

146

Then he heard Vivia’s call in the distance, and her wings billowed in the sky
like golden clouds. She swooped to their side, blowing them with her wind.
Lenith looked back to the man. “Will you help me? Please, she is dying.”
The man did not hesitate. He came down the hill, walking sideways for
balance, and helped Lenith lift the saddle onto Vivia’s back. Mala had sat down against a
tree, her eyes drooping. The man helped her onto the bird while Lenith attached the
bridal.
“Thank you,” Lenith said.
The man nodded. “Remember us. Remember me—Vilo.”
“I will,” Lenith said, and again his promises were unquestioned.
As he mounted and led Vivia to the skies, and as he steered her towards the
White Swamp, he knew that he had chosen a dangerous path. If all that Soni had taught
him was true, he was flying to his death. But if it had all been a lie—like Mala had said—
then this was the way he wanted to go.
But still, there was doubt. Doubt that Soni lied. Doubt that she had told the
truth. Doubt that Niena was real—and doubt that she was not.
But he did not doubt that Mala needed him, that he wanted to save her, and
that he wanted to save the Hypha.
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Chapter Fifteen
As Ona braided her hair around her head, she noticed Feena watching her.
The woman combed through her own thick, dark hair down to her waist. She pointed to
Ona’s braids, and then to her head. Ona smiled, and when she had tied the last knot, she
waved the woman closer. Feena giggled and turned around, and Ona braided. Because
Feena did not speak Hypha, they said nothing, but Ona was happy that the girl did not
fear her. Her curiosity was stronger than fear.
The girl’s hair was more tangled than hers, but Ona managed to tie it in many
places, and it held against her head in loose rings. Feena could not see Ona’s work, but
she bowed in gratitude. Then Feena rose and pulled a basket out of a corner and drew out
several thick sticks. She drew out a blade much like the one Tishna had used to carve.
Finally, she showed Ona piece of the wood that had been whittled into a deer. Feena sat
beside her and demonstrated, using her hands and facial expressions, how one visualizes
a shape in the stick and draws it out with the blade. She made a motion with both hands
that signified to Ona that she was carving a butterfly. She carved for a moment, then
handed Ona a stick and her own blade. Ona gazed at it for a while, but all she saw in it
was the snake. She watched how Feena’s hands moved, then mimicked the motions with
her own hands.
Ona worked on her carving that morning and afternoon while she watched the
others work through the day. Feena stayed by her and washed clothes and then also
carved a piece of wood until it was roughly shaped like a bison. Ona did not understand
this waste of time, but she had no other thing to do, and she enjoyed it.
The afternoon sun rose hot over the plains, and the wind that tossed the grass
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was dry. Ona quickly discovered that she could not bathe enough to keep her moss wet,
and some already began to shrink like scabs that would soon fall away. Some of it was
moss that had been a part of her since she had returned to the White Swamp fifteen years
ago, but she tried not to think about this.
Tishna looked at her in pity as she itched uncomfortably by her tent. He and
the others worked at drying meats, cleaning skins, and making tools and clothes to trade
with Hypha. As they worked, Ona particularly watched what they did with their birds and
beasts. One man saddled a bird and flew it around the plains to watch where the herds
would go next. She watched, eyes peeled, where he latched each strap, how he calmed
the bird with soft sounds, how he gently tied the rein to its beak. When he returned, he
took everything from the bird and brought it into a small tent at the edge of camp.
As she watched the Nomads live and work and eat, and as she ate their meats
and foraged greens with them, she grew to like these people and their simple way of life.
Feena explained to her, roughly, that they traveled often to follow the herds of animals.
Ona knew this, but she had imagined this was all that they did. But this was not true.
After their work was ended, they gathered around the coals of last night’s fire and talked
and told stories and carved. Children ran around chasing each other and kicking balls
made from wool. The men and women played a game, something Tishna had to explain
to her as another fun thing to do, that involved throwing sacks of rocks into circles on the
ground. They laughed often, the men’s laughs big and hardy, the women’s a chuckle.
Sometimes, Ona would forget her worries and wish she could stay with them.
But then her thoughts fell back, and she remembered, and her heart sank. Once, while she
felt this way, Tishna invited her to play the rock game, and he showed her how. The other
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Nomads stepped back, watching solemnly as she threw the sack and missed. But the more
she played, the more they relaxed, and she relaxed, and they laughed together. Tishna
smiled at her. “Having fun?” he said as they watched another Nomad throw her sack
directly into the circle.
“Having fun,” she repeated, the words strange.
“Do you like it here?”
“Yes. But—”
“I know,” he said.
She smiled sadly, and her eyes shifted to where Banu hunted in the field.
That evening, after dinner, Ona finished carving her first piece and showed it
to Feena. The girl took it and stared at it, her brows creased in confusion. Then she
gestured to Ona’s eyes, then to the snake, then to Ona’s skin—asking if Ona had seen one
before in the White Swamp. Ona nodded. The girl’s eyes widened, then she pointed to
her own eyes, to the snake, and to the ground. She had seen one here. She gave the snake
back like it was a piece of hot coal.

***
When Tishna and Feena and the others had gone to bed, Ona also went to
bed. She lay there until Feena’s breathing steadied, then she rose, silently, and crept out
of the tent.
This time, Banu had returned to camp to sleep. He stood by Tishna’s tent with
his head neck tucked into hunched shoulders and his great feathers draped over him like a
blanket. He had no saddle or bridal. Ona could not risk trying to ride him without these,
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but now she knew where to find them. For now, she would see how the bird reacted to
her without snakes nearby.
Banu heard her the moment she stepped near, and he watched her with yellow
eyes, not moving, as she steadily stepped closer. When she was beside him, his shoulder
was as high as her head, and she reached out to it.
Banu did not resist. His neck loosened, and he looked at her, but he did not
make a sound.
Ona smiled. “There, Banu. Good, good.”
She moved her hand down his back, then to his neck. She touched his beak.
The bird only yawned once and blinked slowly.
But would it let her saddle it?
She moved away from it, careful not to make too much sound with her feet,
and walked across the camp to the small tent.
The tents were not secured in any way, and she easily pulled back the flap and
went inside. Without the moon and stars for light, the tent was too dark for her to see, and
she wished she had the eyes of a Nomad. She had to feel around for the saddle. When
she felt the leather and the hard horn, she tried to pick it up. It was heavier than she
expected, and it brought her, bent, to the ground. But she managed to balance it against
her stomach and, breathing heavily, to lift it out of the tent. Carefully, she walked it back
to Tishna’s tent and left it there. Her arms ached now, but she hurried back to the tent for
reins. She realized now how hard her heart beat in her chest, and how faint she felt with
fear of being caught. Her eyes darted every way as she approached the tent. She imagined
Tishna storming out and stopping her. But so far she had woken no one. She found the
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reins and carried them easily to the bird.
Banu had fallen asleep again. She woke him with a pat on the shoulder. She
lifted the saddle, but the his back was as high as her own head. She lifted the front and
back of the saddle and, using her legs for support, pushed it up the bird’s side. But Banu
squirmed and pushed away, and Ona dropped the saddle in the grass with a thump.
She tried again, this time hushing the bird like she had seen the Nomad do.
When she had the saddle against its side, she tried pushing it up, but the bird turned
quickly, its wing bumping into her and flinging the saddle onto the ground.
She bent to pick it up, but hand gripped Ona’s arm.
Ona held back a scream, and Tishna squeezed harder.
“Ona, what are you doing?” He whispered, but his words were sharp.
Ona soundlessly used her free hand to pull the knife from where she had
stuffed it in her clothes.
“Let me go!”
Tishna looked at the knife, the light of it glinting on his face, and threw Ona
back.
“Drowner!” he said, using the Hypha curse.
Ona got up, her back sore, and pointed the knife at him.
“Hypha,” he said. He used the word like a curse. “Would you kill me? To
save your brother? Life for life?”
Ona did not answer. She knew she could not kill him. But the anger in her
burned, and the thought of not flying away that night suddenly made her desperate.
“I have to go,” she said, but her words quaked.
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She remembered the image Jep had shown her of the day she returned from
Bar-Rum—broken, desperate, angry. She had begged to go back. Now, she felt like this
girl again, pleading without dignity.
“You could have died,” Tishna said. He held up the saddle in one hand. “This
is a camel saddle.” He picked up the reins. “A bison’s. You would have fallen from the
sky.”
Ona breathed heavily, still holding the knife. But now her energy to fight had
gone. She only stood there, looking for another way, not wanting to go back to her tent
knowing she must stay.
Tishna dropped the saddle and rein and watched her. “Give me the knife.”
Ona held it upright, her hand shaking. She gripped it so tightly that her fingers
hurt. But she stepped closer to Tishna and loosened her grip and let him take it.
“Good,” he said. “Now go to bed.”
Ona lowered her hand, slowly. She covered her face with both hands,
blacking him out. “Please.”
“Go to bed, Ona.”
She looked up. His expression had softened. He only pinched his lips together
and breathed deeply through his nose as he watched her.
“You are brave,” he said. “I see how much you love your people.”
“Let me go, then.”
“Love is dangerous to you. It makes you reckless with yourself and violent
with others.”
She looked at the knife in his hand. She had never taken up a weapon before.
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Would she have hurt Tishna if she had the opportunity?
“You will not sleep with Feena anymore,” he said. “You will in stay my tent.”
Ona’s skin chilled. She nodded, accepting his power over her as she had when
he flew her across the plains.
“Get your mat.”
He followed her to the tent. Inside, she gathered her mat and her things, all
while Feena slept heavily. She let herself cry for a moment while she was alone, but
brushed them onto the moss on her arm before coming out again.
Tishna’s tent was smaller, but he moved his mat to one side so that Ona had
the other side for hers.
As they lay down, Ona faced the tent wall and stared, energy still pulsing
within her as her body tensed. She breathed slowly to relax. When she could not sleep,
she sat up and meditated, silently, as she had been taught to do by Soni.
“Goddess of the World,” Ona thought. “Help me not be so attached. Help me
let go.”
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Chapter Sixteen
When they came to the edge of White Swamp on the back of Vivia, Lenith
smelled the musty odor of the bog. It reminded him of the scent of the lake after a heavy
rain, but stronger, a blend of rot and richness, of soil and dew.
Mala leaned into his back, her head perched on his shoulder and her breathing
slow. He thought once that she was asleep, but then she said, “It’s beautiful,” and she
pointed to the White Swamp ahead, tall cypress trees raised like dried bones but alive and
green in their canopies. Lenith was not sure he would say it was beautiful. The Rumna
did not believe that anything in the world was beautiful—only beneficial. But he did feel
something as they approached it. Was it awe? Wonder? Even fear? He was not sure.
They did not have a plan. Right now, Lenith only wanted to ensure that Mala ate
and rested. He could not think yet about the red mycelium that grew up her arm, slow,
like some creeping creature waiting to pounce. Their hope was in the Hypha now, and
whether they had a cure.
They would know soon. When they were above the marsh, Lenith leaned back so
that Vivia knew to descend. In response, she tilted back and slowed the flap of her wings.
Mala held tighter as Vivia grounded in the marsh, splashing up water that sprayed their
faces.
Vivia clumsily walked from the muddy patch to a dryer spot beneath a lone tree.
Lenith tried to move her closer to the edge, but she resisted, pulling her head back and
shaking the bridal. When he kicked and demanded, she only flapped her wings and
screamed furiously until he gave up and dismounted.
Lenith did not wait to remove Vivia’s saddle or bridal before he helped Mala
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dismount and trudge, supporting her, across the marsh. He was careful not to touch the
red, which he saw now branched up her neck. They walked through grasses as tall as his
shoulder, his feet sticking in mud, across the marsh toward the swamp’s edge. Birds flew
out of the grass when they neared them, and they roosted in the swamp trees.

All around, green algae and moss coated the water and trees. The air had
thickened with humidity, and the wind that blew through the grass was hot. When they
neared the edge, their skin was wet with sweat.
Lenith looked at the green all over the swamp—the leaves, the lichen, the
moss, the algae—and imagined it covering a person. A Hypha. He knew this is what his
mother looked like, and suddenly he wondered if he would find her here, or if she would
find him, or if, somehow, she had died. But that was not what he was here for.
“I am going to get help,” he said.
Mala nodded, her eyes squinted as if the light burned them, and he helped her
lower to the ground. But then she looked up at him in fear, and she pointed to his arm.
Lenith looked where she pointed. On his left arm, where Mala’s face had
sometimes touched during their flight, a red mark had swelled into the size of a cherry.
He had not given attention to it before, but now it stung. He thought it had been the heat.
“I will be fine,” Lenith said. “We are close.”
Mala nodded, but she wavered slightly. He felt her forehead, and it was hot, but
not from the sun.
“Rest for a little while,” he said. “This may take some time.”
He tried to ignore the red on his arm. He did not think about what this meant.
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Mala needed help now—their other concerns would have to wait.
Before them, the trees grew tall, and a thick canopy bumped against the sky.
These trees clawed the marsh with their roots, which sank into the swamp. The swamp
water, Lenith could guess, would reach his waist if he waded in it, but it was layered in
bright yellow algae, the color of golden rod flowers.
He found a fallen tree at the edge where sun had dried up the moss, and he
climbed onto it to keep out of the mud and water. He only needed a palm-sized patch of
mycelium to attach to. Then he could connect to someone in the swamp and ask for help.
From the tree, all he saw was water and trees and green growth that stuck out of
the shallow edge. No mycelium. How did they connect if they were not always
surrounded by mycelium?
But then he saw a golden mushroom fanned at the end of the log that he sat on.
Where there were mushrooms, there must be mycelium. He crawled closer and tilted the
mushroom back with his finger. There, where the bark had been pushed back by the fruit,
he saw the white threads, spread like stretched woolen fibers.
He opened his hand, feeling the small moss that grew there, and touched the
mycelium.
Nothing happened. He closed his eyes, but he saw nothing but blackness. He felt
nothing. Smelled nothing. But his surprise wore off quickly. Of course he did not. This
was not the same mycelium that he had touched in the cave. He must find the mycelium
that lived in him already.
He backed down from the log and returned to Mala.
“It’s the wrong area of the swamp. We need to connect to a different place.
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“I forgot,” Mala said. She coughed dryly, then said, “We are Tree Hypha.”
“We are?”
She nodded. “My mother told me. And you connected to her. That means that you
are as well.”
Lenith held back a smile. “So—we are related?”
Mala smiled, and for a moment she looked like she had always looked before her
journey. “We might be.” Her smile weakened. “We need to go. Please.”
“We will.”
“The honey mushrooms. That is what we are connected to.”
“Those? The ones we eat for breakfast?”
“Yes, those.”
“I saw golden mushroom.”
“The honey mushrooms are more orange-colored. We must be near the Yellow
Hypha.”
“What about the Tree Hypha? Where do they live?”
Mala thought a moment. “I do not know, but it does not matter.”
“Why?”
“The honey mushrooms should be in any area of the swamp. They may be harder
to find, but they are everywhere. That is how you were able to connect from the cave.”
Lenith felt stupid for not realizing this. “Alright. I will keep looking then.” He
turned away.
“Lenith,” Mala said.
He turned back.
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“If you find any, bring them to me.”
“I will.”
Lenith returned to the edge to search. He did not find them near the log, so he
climbed back onto it and grabbed the golden mushroom and took it back to Mala. While
she ate it, he walked along the edge. Still, he could not see any. There were no patches of
land here for them to grow on, and the trees were mostly covered in golden lichens. So he
walked on, fast, occasionally checking back on Mala and seeing how she gradually
shrunk as he moved away from where she waited.
His desperation made him impatient, but, as a trained Rumna, he managed to
remain calm by breathing and taking in his surroundings and imaging how little of this
mattered. So he moved on carefully, casting his eyes on every living thing that he could
see. Soon, his eyes tired of it, and he worried about Mala. But as he turned to go back and
try again, he saw it.
It was twice as tall as him, and he stood, without knowing it, in its shade. He had
mistaken it for a tree in his peripheral. It was not in the swamp but in the marsh, its thick,
honey-colored neck trunking from the ground and then spreading out into a dome.
Lenith laughed.
“Mala!”
Mala’s small frame turned, and, even from this distance, he heard the trickle of
her laughter.
Lenith had been so engrossed in his search in the tiniest details of the swamp that
he had missed the giant mushroom that stood behind.
It took barely any digging to find the mess of white in the soil.
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His palm tingled as the mycelium curled into his skin, and he felt again the
strange tug inside his palm, beneath his skin, as the mycelium inside of him latched on to
the web.
He watched the back of his hand, waiting to be sure that the mycelium would
stay. But as he watched, the image blurred. He blinked, and images of the swamp passed
in his vision, overlapping with the image of his hand on the white dirt.
Now, he did what he believed a Hypha would do, what he had been taught not
to do. He let his thoughts go. He let his feelings reach out. He thought of how, even in
coming here, he had let his feelings have power. He had slipped from his teaching, but he
had still resisted. He had forced logic and wisdom on the situation and avoided feelings
of fear or dread or, worse, hope. But now he needed to let these feelings enter him and
take over.
He thought about the Hypha enslaved by the Rumna. Lidda and Elma and the
man named Vilo. He thought about how he and Mala had fought friendship and laughter.
How he had chosen separation because it was good and wise and peaceful.
Now, he was clinging to this dangerous, Hypha way.
He thought about his pain. His loneliness. He let it hurt. He cried out.
“Help,” he said. “Help.”
The mycelium tugged at him. He held on, watching as the mycelium
connected him to a woman he did not know. An older woman with green moss on her
skin and dark hair stood in a canoe close to a tree which she observed and touched.
Behind her, a man watched from the other end of the canoe.
“Help,” Lenith said, this time only with his mind. He looked at Mala, such a
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small figure, and showed her to the woman.
In reply, the woman showed him where she was—near a patch of dry land
scattered with honey mushrooms. And then, she was gone, and he saw Sanifa.
It was not a real image, he realized. It was not perfect, Sanifa’s eyes too big,
his mouth too small. It was an image created from the woman’s mind—a memory of
Sanifa rowing a boat toward her.
No, Lenith thought. It was not a memory. It was what the woman wanted. She
wanted to send Sanifa to him.
Lenith fought against this by imagining the woman in the red mycelium—
Elma—and Lidda. He tried all that he could to show how he and Mala had escaped the
Rumna to save her life.
The other end was blank after this, and for a moment Lenith thought the
woman had abandoned him. But then he saw her again, and this time when she gave him
a new image, she connected him to another woman—another older woman whose moss
was coated thickly in the white mycelium. This woman touched soil from where she sat
on the ground before a house. Lenith did not like the way this woman looked—her mouth
drawn low, her eyes small and, while showing interest in him and Mala, without
curiosity. Another expression was there—fear? Lenith was not sure, but this woman
raised her hand and nodded, and somehow he knew this meant that she would come for
them.
Lenith wanted to ask how long it would be and what should be done after, but
the two women had begun their own conversation, leaving him out of the communication
between them as they shared images and thoughts to one another. Finally, the first
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woman fixed her attention on him, and she smiled and nodded. Lenith did not know what
this meant, but he nodded back in gratitude. Then she was gone, and they were both gone,
and he released his hand.
***
Lenith brought Mala pieces of the honey mushroom to eat. She chewed on
them, but she was more thirsty than hungry, and she had trouble swallowing. So he sat by
her, and they waited.
Further back in the marsh, Vivia flew around hunting, but she struggled with
her bridal and saddle, so Lenith left Mala to remove these and leave them by the tree. As
he left Vivia again, he pet her neck and wondered when he would be flying her again.
When he returned, Mala watched the swamp. The mushrooms had given her
some energy.
“We won’t be going back, will we?”
“Do not say that,” Lenith said.
“Even if we live, where will we go?” She said it in a way that seemed to answer
her own question. Nowhere.
Lenith looked at the red on his arm and saw that it had reached his shoulder
already. He shivered.
If we live, Mala had said.
The disease, whatever it was, could kill them, but Lenith was still not ready to
accept this thought.
Still, Mala was right. Though Lenith struggled to believe it, Mala believed Soni
wanted her dead. If it was true, they had nowhere to go.
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Mala looked darkly at the White Swamp.
“We can not live here,” Lenith said. “We will find a way. If Soni is no longer our
mentor, then we can be Niena’s followers. It is our purpose.”
“If Niena is real.” She did not look at him.
He waited for her to say more, but she did not. He knew she was unwell, and that
this might be affecting her thoughts, so he did not argue with her.
“I want to find him,” Mala said.
“Your father?”
“Yes. I would stay with him. If I could.”
“But we have been taught to—”
“None of it matters,” Mala said.
Lenith’s jaw clenched, and he kept his mouth closed. He knew she might be
right. He had even realized he had thought the word mother, an unused word among the
Rumna, when he thought about the woman in the swamp who had birthed him. He tried
not to think about this now. Even now, after everything, he tried to tell himself that he did
not have a Mother. The woman who birthed him was Hypha, a slave, a vessel. She made
him, and her part ended. She was a tool. She and her people’s fya were dangerous—it led
to all kinds of evil, violence, and suffering.
“Still,” Lenith said. “We cannot know if it is all wrong—the Rumna’s
teaching. We have to trust—”
“Trust who?” Mala said. “Or what? If it is all lies, we cannot even trust
Niena.”
Lenith said, without thinking, “We must.”
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“We made it on our own so far,” Mala said.
“Maybe she has helped us. Mala—We saw Niena. We know she is real.”
“Something was not right about it,” Mala said.
Lenith did not say that he agreed. The way Niena had sat, so still, saying
little. But Lenith thought back to his dream—the pregnant Niena, crying at his side.
Somehow, he felt—but how could it be? He felt that this woman, not the woman in the
chair, was the true Niena.
“We could meditate,” he said. “I know it sounds strange after—but it may
help us understand.”
“We have no time.” Mala had already lowered herself to the ground. “There
is always time,” he said, sounding like Soni now.
“Alright,” Mala said. “But I am not sure about it.”
“We are only confused. We will learn the truth.”
He sat beside her and closed his eyes.
He was not close enough to mycelium to try meditating through it. So he used
his mind to imagine he stood alone in a black, open space full of stars. There was no time
there. No responsibility. No pain. No fya. He felt the coolness of night, the soft, grassy
surface of the ground, the sensation of his chest rising and falling. That was all.
When he opened his eyes, he saw that Mala lay beside him, her head resting
on her own arm, her mouth slightly open as she breathed slowly.
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Chapter Seventeen
Two mornings after Ona arrived on the Plains, the Nomads left early to a new
home. The night before, they had rolled up their huts and carried them on the backs of
their bison and camels. Ona carried her own small pack and walked silently beside Feena
and Tishna. Occasionally, Tishna would speak to her. He had been busy the day before,
and they had barely spoken. When they had lain down to sleep, Ona wondered what the
others thought of her sharing his tent, but then she realized he must have told them about
her attempt to escape. The thought of anything else happening between them was
impossible.
Now, Tishna did try to talk to her about other things. He wanted to make sure
she was well. Ona said she and Feena had spent time together, and he was glad. He
seemed to search her for any discontent or anxiousness, but she showed none to him. She
did not want him to see how deeply she still longed to leave so that he did not try to
watch her too closely. The truth was that she did like it there, but that this was not enough
to ease her ache. The emptiness of her arms now spread to her whole body. And she and
everyone saw how the moss on her skin dried and curled in and lay dormant, like a dead
thing waiting to rot. The mycelium would soon eat it up, and then, with nothing to live
on, it would fall away as well.
The plains were dull to her compared to the White Swamp. The rich variety
of plants and animals and climates in the swamp was absent here. Here, there was grass,
and sky, and the odd herd of deer or bison or other large grass-eaters. The only thing that
made this place seem vaster was her inability to sense what was around her. She often felt
dread when the grass was thick and tall, and she wondered what animals watched her, or
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what reptiles. But the Nomads did not seem concerned. They carried hunting spears and
bows and arrows, and Tishna assured her that the animals were more afraid of them and
would scatter at their voices.
“What did you do in the swamp?” Tishna asked her as they walked.
“I harvested mushrooms and traded them. Sometimes I wove clothes from tieworm silk.”
“Ah.” He looked at her. “What more?”
“I saw my family. We talked.”
“What games do you play?”
“No games.”
“Do you sing?”
“No.”
Tishna thought about this and smiled, and Ona knew it was a smile of pity. “I
can teach you a song.”
He sang out, as Ona had heard some of the Nomads do during her time with
them, his deep voice rolling out his words in one long tone. Feena joined in, a songbird
next to her brother, and others around them also sang. Some sung different parts or even
different words, but it somehow all came together. Ona did not know the words that they
sang, and when they had finished, she asked.
“It’s about love,” Tishna said. “When Nomads fall in love, they tell their
stories through song.”
“Is this your story?” Ona asked.
Tishna shook his head. “My parents. The Nomads meet when they come of
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age and the families run into each other on their journeys. They sing and dance and stay
awhile while they learn about each other. My parents took a long time to do this. They
were slow to love. But their slowness led to a deep love.”
“That is—” Ona did not know what to say, so she said, “Beautiful.”
Tishna smiled. “Yes,” he said. “It is.”
“The Hypha are very different,” she said. “They know who they will marry as
children. They grow up together.”
“What if they do not like each other?”
“They do,” Ona said. “They learn to.”
“So it is beautiful, too?”
“Yes.”
They walked many steps, then Ona said, “Jep and Elma knew each other in
that way. A long time. I’m glad they had that time together.”
Tishna’s pace slowed, and when Ona noticed, he sped up again.
“You did not have that,” he said.
“No. No Mothers do.”
“Hm.”
“What?”
“I am sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry. I do not regret it.”
Tishna said nothing.
When they arrived at their new resting place, it was almost dark. They built a
fire and put up their tents and cooked a meal. When Ona asked why they had chosen this
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spot, he told her it was because there was a lake nearby and a herd of bison on its way for
a drink. Tomorrow, they would hunt.
In the morning, Ona sat outside the tent like she had done every day, but she
had nothing to do without the knife Tishna had taken. When Feena realized this, she
found another knife and secretly gave it to her while her brother and the others hunted.

Ona turned around a new piece of wood and looked at it from every angle.
This time, she saw a bird. A heron.
She looked at Feena, who had been so kind, and she wondered. Could Feena
be her escape? She titled the piece of wood and began carving a wing.
Ona stayed and carved in the village throughout the day while the others
hunted. Only mothers and children stayed, though they were ready to work when the
others returned hauling the large, woolen carcass. They had only hunted one, which
surprised Ona, but Feena told her that the Nomads did not take more than they needed. A
bison was enough to feed them for a long while and still give them enough to trade with
the Hypha or other Nomads. Because they used every piece of the animal, they spent the
afternoon and evening skinning the animal and preparing.
While this went on, Ona continued to carve, digging her knife into the wood
and chipping roughly at it until edges subtly became wings.
When she had finished, it was late afternoon. She invited Feena to sit beside
her by the tent and to show her what she had made.
The heron figure was even more rough than the snake, but Feena still smiled
in praise. But Ona pointed to the heron, to Feena, and to the sky. The girl thought a
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moment, then nodded. Ona held back a relieved sigh. Then she looked around and saw
that Tishna was far off, talking to someone with his back turned. She turned back to
Feena and made the same gesture, this time pointing to herself. Feena followed her hands
excitedly, then frowned, and she shook her head. She shifted her eyes and titled her head
to where Tishna stood. She half-smiled in apology.
Ona had expected this response, but she was not willing to give up. Where they
sat, a patch of soil lay bare. The night before, it had rained, and the patch was packed but
not dusty. She picked up a pointed rock and etched into the mud. When she sat back
again, she showed Feena the boy and girl figures. She pointed to these and then to Feena
and Tishna. Then she bent over again and drew two more figures. She pointed the girl,
then to herself, then to the boy. Feena nodded. Ona did not know how to complete the
message, and Feena sat back as if she were finished. But Ona held up her hand, and she
drew one more set of figures. She drew the second boy figure again, this time with
stunted legs and lying down. She pointed to him, and then to herself. Feena frowned for a
moment, then looked at Ona with pity, shaking her head slowly.
Ona picked up the bird again, and she placed it on the ground by Jep’s figure.
Feena stared at it for a moment, thinking, her fingers twisting her hair and her
eyes darting toward Tishna. Finally, she gestured to herself, to Ona, and to the bird. She
raised her brow.
Ona shook her head and placed her hand on her own chest. She could not let
Feena risk her own life. She only needed someone to teach her and to help her escape
safely.
Feena thought, not looking at Ona. When she looked at Ona again, her lips
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pressed together, her eyes stern, she nodded a single, hard nod. Her seriousness broke
into a smile, and Ona thanked her with a bow that she had seen the Nomad use in
gratitude. Inside, she felt as though she were already flying.
All of this, Ona remembered, could be a waste of time. She still doubted Jep’s
stories. She still doubted that there was a remedy. But, even as she faced this belief, she
knew she had to try. Maybe it wasn’t about knowing the truth at all. Maybe it was that
she needed something to hope for right now. She needed to believe that Jep could be
okay, even if it also meant that his stories were true, and that the Rumna were bad, and
that the Hypha were in danger. Even if it meant that Sanifa and Soni and the others she
had trusted were dangerous. Even if it meant that she had given up everything she desired
to them when she left her child in their care, her child who had grown up to hate and
enslave the Hypha, his own people, his own mother. If it meant that Jep would be okay,
Ona was willing to know the truth. If Jep was wrong, then Ona’s relief would only last a
moment, and her only hope would be to see him one more time.
That evening, before the sun went down, Ona went to the lake to bathe. In the
White Swamp, she had not been able to swim without fear of the thick algae grappling
her. Here, she could go in deep. The lake was not large, but it was cool, and the pink light
of the sun reflected in it. Ona stepped in, her toes pricked by rocks, and waded up to her
hips. She hated not knowing what was in the water and feared going any deeper. So she
sunk herself lower here to reach her shoulders and neck, and she patted the water on her
cheeks.
When she was finished, she stepped out and dried with a towel given to her by
Feena, and she stepped back into her clothes. This time, she used a stick to walk back.
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Tishna was waiting for her. He sat upright on his mat inside his hut and then stood
when she approached.
“It is better?” he said. “The lake?”
“Yes,” Ona said. She sat on her mat, and he sat across on his own.
“I hoped it would help.” He smiled, but it quickly disappeared. “I want you to
be comfortable here.”
Ona thanked him again, then began to lay down, but Tishna said her name
and stopped her.
“I—worry,” he said.
“I am fine.”
“You have not spoken of your home or your brother. You hold it back. It is
not good. You can say feelings here. It is not like your mycelium, but it is good.”
“I am well,” Ona said again. She knew he would not accept this, so she said,
“You are right. I have been holding it back. I’m comfortable here, as you hoped, but the
ache is still there. I can only keep moving.”
Tishna searched her eyes, his mouth parted as if to speak, but nothing came
out. Ona wished she could simply touch him and share her feelings, and he share his.
Even after he had forced her here, she was grateful for his protection. Since they met, he
had cared for her like only Jep and her parents ever had. She felt, strangely, that she could
trust him, and it was strange to trust someone that you meant to deceive and escape. But
she was not doing anything to hurt him. It was all for Jep.
Even now, Tishna looked as though he felt sorry for what he had done, but
that he knew it was the right thing. For a moment, Ona wondered if she had made a
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mistake asking his sister to help. What might this do to their relationship? But she could
not worry about this. Jep may still be alive, and saving him must be her only goal. Tishna
was understanding, and she felt that he would forgive his sister.
“You are strong,” Tishna said. “I admire that. Sometimes our strength comes
from our weakness—only the Rumna believe that feelings are bad.”
“Feelings hurt,” Ona said. “I understand why they avoid them.”
“Yes, but they are good, too. They keep us together.”
Ona did not understand why he would say this. He was keeping her apart
from her brother. But she did not question him.
“Ona?” he said.
She waited for him to finish, but he also seemed to be waiting on something.
An expression from her, maybe, or a word. She said, “Tishna?”
Still, he hesitated. Finally, he said, “You can stay here, if you want.”
“I have too. You are keeping me here.”
He sighed, looking away at a piece of dry grass that he spun between two
fingers. “It may be a long time before the disease stops spreading. When this happens,
you can go home. But you do not need to. You can stay.”
Again he searched her eyes, and his gaze forced her to look away. Why would
Tishna want her to stay here? She was Hypha.
“Your family would not be afraid?” she said, holding up her palm. But she
realized that the moss on her palm had died.
“I am not afraid,” he said. He touched his own palm to hers, and he held it
there without pain.
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The touch lingered too long, and Ona lowered her hand, stepping back. “But
you hate me.”
“Hate you? I admire you. You have shown much courage and strength.”
“I tried to escape.”
“I would have done the same.”
Ona looked around, though there was nothing to look at. “Are there no
Nomadic women?”
Tishna smiled, and it was a new smile that she had not seen on him. “Not for
me.”
Ona could not look at that smile. “My home is the White Swamp.”
Tishna bowed his head. “I am sorry.”
Ona bowed back. “I’m not strong. I’ve cried every night.”
“This is courage, too.”
He looked at her again, and Ona said, perhaps too quickly, “I can’t marry.
I’ve been with a Rumna.”
Tishna only shook his head, slow. “But not in love. In the Plains, we do not
blame a woman for a man’s—actions.”
Ona looked away. “I agreed to it.”
“But because you did not know better,” he said. “They have manipulated—”
“No,” Ona said, too loudly. “I knew what I was doing. It was my sacrifice.”
Tishna frowned, but not out of anger. There was still a softness in his eyes.
“Your sacrifice does not have to be permanent,” he said. “You can have a life here.”
Ona again escaped his gaze. She could not find any more words. Her heart
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fluttered with anger and confusion and gratitude all at once.
“I should rest,” she said. She turned away from him.
“You may go to Feena’s tent,” he said. “I did not keep you here for this. I
understand if—”
Ona rose. “Thank you.” She picked up her things. “I’m sorry.”
“Do not be sorry,” he said.
Ona stepped into the night. Not wanting to wake Feena, she set her mat
outside of her tent and lay there and counted the stars.
When the sun showed its first light, Ona crept into the tent and waited for
Feena to wake.
Feena’s mouth opened when she saw Ona before her, but she did not speak.
Seeing Ona’s mat made her frown. She lifted herself on her arm and drew a man and a
woman in the dirt. She pointed to Ona, and then in the direction of her brother’s tent.
Ona reddened, but she shook her head. She found her carved bird in her pack
and showed it to her again.
Feena frowned, but she nodded.
“Good, good,” Ona said, and they laughed.
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Chapter Eighteen
Lenith watched the back of the old woman as she rowed, hunched, her head
bent low so that her neck disappeared like a turtle’s. Her fine white hair was webbed in
white threads. Between Lenith and the woman, Mala lay on the floor and slept, her hands
tucked beneath her cheek.
The woman, Eruth, had found Lenith and Mala as the sun set, and now the
dark had settled, and they rowed by light of a torch and the occasional mushroom that
glowed green from the trees.
Eruth was a gruff-looking woman with strong muscles and a deep voice. But
her care for them had been gentle and kind, and now she rowed them to a sick house, she
said, where a doctor would help them. She had admitted, though, that the cure was
unknown, and many had died. Lenith swallowed back a gasp but felt his fear crawling all
over his body. Mala seemed to do the same, and she closed her eyes for a moment while
they both breathed deeply. Lenith now also closed his eyes for a moment to tame his fear.
He must not let this place or his situation cause any needless suffering. There were bigger
things happening. He must help the Hypha and learn the truth about Niena.
They passed under an opening in the trees and glided beneath a clouded
moon. An owl hooted among the songs of frogs and insects. Eruth paused here, her head
turning, titled, as if listening.
She turned towards Lenith, but her eyes, catching moonlight, wandered
behind and around him. Then she focused on him and looked him up and down. “You
can’t fool me,” she said. “You are not Rumna.”
Lenith felt the weight of the darkness around them fold over his skin, chilling
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him. “What do you mean?”
“You’re a rebel. Like Jep.”
“We were born from Hypha women,” he said. “We came to find a cure for
this disease.”
The woman sat back and shook her head, and only said, “Rumna,” several
times. Then she said, “Your accent is good.”
“Please. We need help.”
“I’ve never seen you before,” she said, her tone changing. Again, she studied
him. “It’s strange.” She looked him in the eyes, then she leaned forward and touched his
neck with her palm. He wanted to back away, but he stayed, wanting her to sense his
honesty through the mycelium. She closed her eyes.
Strangely, he felt confused and frightened when she did it, as if her own
emotions were thrust on him.
Then she opened her eyes, and she nodded. “You are telling the truth.” As she
withdrew her hand, her jaw trembled, and her eyes swelled. She saw him staring and said,
“I have so many questions I cannot ask. I was a Mother. I had five children for the
Rumna. I would ask if you knew of them—but I do not know their names, or what they
look like, or even if they are male or female, though one I know must be a girl the way
she made me sick.” She smiled, then frowned again, her eyes flickering.
Lenith had never seen an adult cry before, and now that he saw the way suffering
twisted Eruth’s face, contorting her features and leaking tears from her eyes, he knew
why the Rumna believed that Hypha’s suffering was evil. It was nothing but pain. This
woman had grown too attached to her children, and it grieved her even now, after so
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many years. There was something terribly wrong about this. Lenith looked at her and the
mycelium that molded to the moss on her skin, and he was suddenly disgusted by her. He
wanted to get away from her. But he could not. This woman may be their only hope of
survival.
Eruth sniffled, then said, “But you should not have mycelium on you. They
remove it, don’t they?”
“Not all of it,” Lenith said.
“Then tell me something,” Eruth said, lowering her voice and leaning
forward. Moonlight gleamed in her pupils, and her chin trembled. “Are we slaves?”
Lenith hesitated. Then, careful to show sympathy so that he did not seem like
an enemy to her, he said, “Yes. To the Rumna, you are slaves. But not to me.”
Suddenly, Eruth’s face crunched into a snarl like a mountain lion’s. Lenith
imagined she was about to hiss or scream.
“Liar!” she said. “You are one of them! Those Tree Hypha. I don’t know how
you tricked me with your mind, but you must have had Jep’s help.”
Mala stirred and raised her head. “What is happening?
Eruth laughed. “You two are good,” she said. “But you can’t fool me. I know
what this is. He sent you to convince me of his insane conspiracies about the Rumna.
You’d have had everyone believing we’re all slaves. That my five children were raised to
be—” Her grief returned, her anger simmering behind her tears. “But I know the truth.
The Rumna protect us. Stop spreading these lies, or I’ll stop you myself.”
Mala and Lenith looked at one another, both confused and again fighting back
fear.
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“We are Rumna,” Lenith said. “But we want to help the Hypha on the
mountain.”
“What Hypha on the mountain? The Mothers?”
“You do not know about the other Hypha on the mountain?” Mala said,
slowly.
“Nothing to know,” Eruth said.
Lenith tried relaxing his posture to show that he was being honest. “I know
you are afraid. We also did not know. Until recently.”
“You don’t know anything, and you won’t be telling anyone else—I’m taking
you to Sanifa.”
“No!” Mala said, now sitting up. She winced and bit her lip. In the dark,
Lenith could not see how far the redness had spread on her, but he was afraid to know.
“The Rumna want to kill me—and they likely want to kill Lenith, too. I still do not know
why, but I am frightened of my own people. We came here for help.”
“The Rumna don’t kill,” Eruth said. “You’re lying. I’m sorry Jep’s lied to you
and used you in spite of your disease—or because of it. It’s disgusting. I thought better of
Jep.”
“We do not know who that is,” Lenith said. “Please. Believe us.”
But Eruth turned from them and continued to row.
For the first time, Lenith realized that, if he tried, he could overpower her.
She was strong, but he was younger. His hands twitched with the urge to push her over
the canoe.
But violence was not the way of the Rumna. The Rumna did all things for the
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good of others. Sometimes, though, what was good for most caused suffering for some.
The Hypha Mothers suffered for many. But they knew this, and they welcomed their
place. This woman trusted the Rumna as well. If she knew that they were Rumna, she
might trust them.
“If we could convince you that we were Rumna,” Lenith said, “would you
take us back?”
“You can’t convince me.” She said it with urgency, as if to shut him up. She
had stopped listening.
“You have been there,” Lenith said. “To Ba-Rum. Let me describe it for
you.”
“Another Mother could have told you all of it,” she said.
“Then let me show you that I am.”
“Shared meditation? You are too young. You are not fully Rumna yet, I
guess.”
“I am,” Lenith said, and held up his hand toward her.
Eruth saw his hand and shifted back. “Away! I don’t want it. I can’t see the
mycelium on your hand. How do I know it’s not red?”
“It is not there,” Lenith said. “Only on my shoulder. Listen—the Rumna use
the mycelium. I know it does not seem reasonable, but it is true, and it was a shock for
me to learn this as well.”
Eruth did not budge, only watched him as he moved his hand forward to her
temple. Then he closed his eyes.
He heard Mala say his name once, but it was too late.
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He latched onto the mycelium. First, he felt Eruth. He felt fear in her, and
anger that swelled from this fear. But he did not stay there. He moved through the
mycelium across the swamp—from tree to soil to tree to soil, further, and further, and
faster, until the swamp was a blur and they rushed through it. If he were to convince
Eruth that this was shared meditation and not simply mycelium, he would have to find
somewhere to stay, and he would let her in, as Soni had let him join her meditations. It
was a matter of will and mind.
He avoided connecting to any people in the swamp, instead pushing along
through the earth until, suddenly, he came to the edge of the swamp. But the mycelium
seemed to urge him on, further, past the swamp and past the marshland and past the
Nomadic traders who waited there. He went on and on, across plains, amazed that the
mycelium of one organism stretched so far.
He was dizzy with all of these flashes of sight until he finally forced his mind to
stop on one, whatever one he could. A Nomadic village, like one he had heard about, lay
before them, and he stopped there. They seemed to look up from a few inches off the
ground—perhaps from a log or a mushroom.
He felt for Eruth—she was still there, frightened and confused—and he
meditated. Through mycelium alone, he could not sense anything other than what he saw.
So he imagined the rest. He saw manure and smoke, and his imagination created a smell.
He saw people talking, and he imagined their muffled, Nomadic voices. He saw that the
Nomad’s hair rippled, and he imagined wind breaking up the power of the hot sun. Again
he felt for Eruth, and he imagined them higher off the ground, and he brought him and
Eruth into the scene that they had been drawn to. Now, they sat together on sandy soil
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and bent grass. He smiled. He had done it.
Eruth stood like a tree, rooted where it was. Her mouth hung open.
Tall people moved about the village. Some gathered cut grass and piled it by a fire
pit. Others carried water, or meat. Others sat and whittled at wood, or chipped at rock, or
sewed skins in their laps. All of the men and women kept their hair long and tied at the
bottom, and they wore skins. One woman, though, had her hair up, braided like a nest,
like the Hypha wore. But she was not Hypha. She was tall and dark like the others, and
she sat outside of a hut and carved wood.
Lenith turned to Eruth. He did not know what was happening, but he must
remember the importance of what he was doing and why. So he spoke to her.
“I am Rumna,” he said. “Now let us go back to the forest.”
But Eruth did not look at him, her eyes fixed behind him where the girl’s knife
could be heard chipping at the wood, and her strange voice laughing.
When Eruth did look at Lenith, she gazed curiously at him, as though he had not
spoken to her.
Lenith turned, and he saw what she had been staring at.
Another woman had exited the hut and now stood over the tall woman with the
braided hair. This woman also had braided hair. But she was smaller, and the Nomadic
clothing hung loosely over her. When Lenith saw her skin, he squinted and blocked the
sun from his eyes with his palm, wondering if his eyes had tricked him. But they hadn’t.
The woman’s skin was patched in short, green moss. But not like a Hypha’s. The moss
was pale and dry, and most of it was gone so that her brown skin was scabbed.
“Why would a Hypha be here?” Lenith said.
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Eruth only stared at him. “This is not meditation,” she said. She trembled slightly,
and he saw that she was frightened. “That woman is one of us.” She paused, then, looking
at the woman again, said, “She was a Mother, too. Like me.”
Lenith watched as the woman sat beside the Nomad. She smiled and pointed and
laughed. Lenith found himself moving closer to her, drawn to her. Something about her
seemed familiar to him, like he had seen her before. He imagined that maybe he had seen
her when she came to the mountain to have a child. There were times when the Rumna
children and the Mothers would accidentally cross paths. But there was something more.
Something that made him crouch before her to see her more closely, to see her face.
As he did, neither woman looked up. They did not see him. The Hypha woman’s
cheeks were round, her jaw curved, and her eyes were round and dark and sloped. Her
hands were small and scabbed, and she used them to communicate to this other woman
without words. The longer he watched, the more Lenith forgot to breathe, and his heart
pounded in his chest.
He knew her. He had seen her before. He knew this. But he also knew that he
would not have remembered it. He would have been too young.
The woman did not look up as she communicated to the Nomad wordlessly.
After many minutes, he did not know how long, the woman he wanted to call his Mother
looked his direction.
It was impossible. Lenith knew she could not see him. But she tilted her head,
curiosity pinching her brow, and narrowed her gaze onto a single spot behind him.
Lenith’s heart beat even more quickly now. He wanted to speak, but he could not.
The woman stood, slow, and moved toward the spot, and Lenith followed. She

182

knelt, again slow, and lowered her face closer to the ground. A mushroom grew there. A
honey mushroom. She did not react in surprise—only that still curiosity.
Then she touched it, and she closed her eyes, and suddenly she covered covered
her mouth and looked like she might cry, her eyes pinched.
He felt her. He felt the heat of her skin and the curiosity changing from fear to
awe to gladness.
She saw him, too. She felt him.
Lenith leaned in and tried to touch her, but he could not. His hand, as he felt for
her, seemed always just out of reach.
But as he held the sight of her in his vision, she and the hut and all the things
around them suddenly faded like a blink of an eye, and all of this was replaced by the
Swamp, Eruth, Mala, and a great cypress tree that their boat had lodged into.
The boat quaked, and the water quaked around them. Eruth had fallen forward
over Mala and now screamed as she twisted around to avoid touching Mala’s skin. Lenith
realized he had also fallen, but backward, and his head ached where it had hit the edge of
the boat.
“What happened?” Mala asked.
Eruth sat back again, her hair now falling over her face in loose rings. “I don’t
know,” she said, her voice quivering. “I don’t know.”
Mala looked at Lenith, but Lenith could not speak. His heart had not steadied, and
his breath was caught in his throat.
Finally, he forced out words, but he spoke to Eruth, not Mala.
“Do you believe me now?”
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Chapter Nineteen
Ona gazed at the honey mushroom for a long time. Her heart still thumped
quickly, and her eyes were wet.
She had seen her son. She knew it was him. He had her eyes—dark and
sloped towards his cheeks. He had other features, too, that were not hers, that belonged to
the man she would never know. But right now she did not let herself think about this. She
sat in the grass not caring that she was not in the shade or that her moss was drying up.
She had seen her son.
She touched the mushroom again, tilting it away so she could bury her hand
in the mycelium. She felt around the swamp.
Her heart slowed. She could not see her family except from distant mycelium.
The Hypha were mostly indoors, not connected. She searched deeper. She saw the
outside of treehouses and the sick house, but she could not see inside.
But then she saw many Hypha at once—her mother, her father, and many of
her brothers and sisters. They stood in canoes as they had during the wedding ceremony.
But it was not a wedding ceremony this time. Ursa stood at the front, and in front of her,
Nell lay in a canoe with his hands folded, pale.
Ona let go. She buried her face in her hands, blacking out the bright sun on
the Plains, while she breathed and tried to accept what had happened.
When she had taken many deep breaths, she connected again, looking for her
son.
When she found him, she saw that he and a girl sat in a boat with Eruth, and
Eruth looked terrified.
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She released them again. She had no time to watch. She had to escape as soon
as she could to help them.
***
Feena’s eyes glowed yellow as she led Ona to the small tent and easily found
the right saddle and bridal for Banu. They shared its weight and carried it out of the tent
and across camp to where Banu rested. Silently, they saddled him, Feena showing Ona
how each strap was tied. Banu stretched and yawned as she strapped the leather piece
over his beak.
Feena helped Ona mount first, using her hands as a step, then she followed in
the seat behind. She showed Ona how to lightly tap the bird’s side with her heal to move
it forward, and she walked it away from the camp. The bird stepped delicately, without
sound, until it reached an empty field. Then Feena lifted the reins, leaned back, and
touched its side. The bird took off.
Ona could barely see ahead of them except for the moon and stars, but
Feena’s and Banu’s eyes guided them. Her hands, holding the reins in front of Ona, were
close enough that Ona could make out the outlines of her motions.
After they glided for a while, Feena handed Ona the reins and let her practice.
Ona still could not see well, but she knew that they were high enough not to fly into
anything, and she trusted Banu’s eyes. She was clumsy at first, the reins long and
awkward to handle, but the motions were simple enough, and she soon understood basic
turns. The bird was willing to comply, which somewhat surprised her. She had always
imagined birds as free, independent beings. But there was not pain involved in riding, and
it knew it would have food when it returned, so she let herself enjoy flying it, in feeling
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its soft feathers and watching its head bob before her towards the white moon.
Ona could see why the Nomads used the stars as guides. The ground below
was dark and featureless, but in the sky, every space was uniquely spotted by the distant
lights. She imagined they were all small moons, giving off faint glows.
Feena took the reins again and showed Ona how to pull back and make the
bird descend. The bird landed in a field of grass, and as its feet hit the ground, Ona heard
the rustle of animals as they scattered.
But not every animal had fled. As soon as he landed, Banu cried out and
flapped his wings to ascend again, jostling Feena and Ona so that they had to hold on to
the saddle to stay on. But Banu did not rise quickly enough. A large, muscled animal
screamed and pounced on Banu’s shoulder. As Banu was pushed to his side, Ona and
Feena tumbled into the grass, both trying not to cry out. Ona’s shoulder hit the ground
hard. Beside her, Feena held her leg and gasped. Ona felt around and crouched behind the
bird and saw only the large animal’s form silhouetted by the moon. Its tussled hair, four
legs, and deep, guttural roars were the same as descriptions she had heard of the big cats
of the plains. The lions as tall as men with long, sword-like teeth.
Feena dragged Ona back by the shoulder, her bright eyes moving as she
shook her head.
Banu cried out and struggled, his wings flapping, but the animal pushed
against him again with its front claws.
Ona looked back at Feena, and she made a snaking motion with her hand.
Feena seemed to understand, but she still shook her head. But Ona knew she had to try.
She could not let Banu die like this. A deeper fear also struck her that they would not
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make it home. If they did, Tishna would never let her leave the tent again.
Her heart pounded as it had when she encountered the snake, but she let it
energize her as she crouched around the back of the bird and toward the lion.
“Haai!” she screamed.
The cat lifted its head, bright green eyes pointing to her. It hissed and swatted
a large claw.
Everything in Ona’s body wanted to turn back, but she took another step,
holding out her palm.
The cat hissed again and swatted, catching Ona on the arm, skin tearing like
leaves as she screamed. Her arm stung and throbbed in pain, but she did not look at it.
She was about to run when the cat hissed again. But this time, instead of attacking, it
arched backwards.
Ona lifted her arms and spread out her legs to make herself look bigger.
“Haai!” she shouted again, this time more loudly. As she did, she jumped forward.
The lion jolted back. It paced backwards towards the grass, its eyes still
watching her, its mouth cracked in a steady hiss.
Ona repeated the jump one more time, and the lion turned and ran, its tail
whipping the grass.
Ona’s arms fell like limp vines at her side, and her legs wobbled. She dropped
to the bird’s side and gasped, finally breathing, and held the flap of skin against her arm.
Her other hand was black with blood. Feena flew to her, but Ona nodded to the bird, and
Feena stepped back.
Banu lay with his neck and head on the ground, his chest heaving in shock. In
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the dark, it was impossible to tell how bad the wound was. Each of them felt around the
bird’s shoulder and measured the wide gape of flesh that used to be coated in fine
feathers. Feena crouched by its head and wept, shaking her head.
Ona touched Feena’s shoulder, squeezing it as the only apology she could
express.
Even as she worried about the bird’s life, she knew that her plan to escape would
now be exposed. She would have to confess to Tishna what she had done. She would face
his anger and hurt at her betrayal.
He would have found out soon enough. But now she also had to take
responsibility for hurting—maybe killing—Banu, and putting his sister in danger.
Ona could not see Feena except for her outline, but she managed to ask her with
her hands if she believed that the bird could fly. Feena shook her head and signaled that
she thought they should sleep here tonight. Walking back would take too long, and the
bird would be killed if they left it. They should stay here until the others found them.
They would be easier to find if they stayed by the bird.
Ona had agreed to all of this, though she deeply wished to act now and not rest
until they were back with the others. But she knew Feena was right, so she stayed beneath
the bird’s wing and rested there, holding her arm, while Feena found a large reed in the
field to wrap around Ona’s wound. Ona winced and bit her tongue as Feena circled the
plant tightly over her arm, then secured it with with a thread from Ona’s clothes.
But the bleeding did not stop, and Ona felt weak. Banu, too, lay breathing heavily,
the ground wet beside him. Ona signaled to Feena with bursts of her fingers that that they
needed a fire.
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They gathered what they could and built a small fire pit, then Ona used the rock in
her pouch to spark it. After the fire caught and burned steadily, Ona drew out the knife
she had been using for carving and held it over the flame. Once it was hot, she lifted the
reeds from her arm and pressed the knife there, forcing it there despite the pain. She
breathed slowly through her teeth, lifted the knife, then lowered it again. With this steady
rhythm, she burned the wound until the bleeding was mostly quenched.
Feena wrapped a new reed around her arm, then Ona did the same procedure for
the bird while the firelight lit the wound and Feena calmed Banu with gentle words and
soft pets.
They were exhausted when they had finished, and they lay on the hard ground by
the bird’s side.
Soon, Feena was asleep, but Ona lay awake with worry. She wondered how long
her brother had before the red mycelium consumed him, and if she would see him again.
But she knew the truth. She had failed. Tishna would not let her go now or ever until the
disease was no longer a threat to the Hypha.
And Tishna. Tishna had feelings for her. He had confessed it. She had not let
herself think about this, but now that she knew that Tishna would hate her, she felt
strangely sad. She could imagine, in different circumstances, wanting to stay. He was a
good, honest man, and she admired the Nomads. Still, she had left that hope behind long
ago. She could abandon it again, even while it flickered inside of her and warmed her
cheeks. And Tishna would not want her now, after what she did, even if she did change
her mind.
She could not stay in this cycle of thought. She must decide what to do.
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Tomorrow, Feena believed the others would find them, but that did not mean that Ona
had to go with them. She could hide away and make sure that Feena was found, then
travel alone to the White Swamp.
But it was too far, and too dangerous. She had nothing but her own clothes to take
with her, and her wound needed lichen to heal.
She shivered, unprepared for the night’s cool temperature, until her limbs were
weak with exhaustion, and she slept.
When she woke, the morning light was still thickening, and Feena stood over the
fire pit, scraping it down so that it would not catch in the grass around them.
In the light, Ona’s wound was now visible. She unpeeled the reed and saw
that, amazingly, the lion had not cut to bone. The wound still bled some, but the fire had
squelched most of it. Around the wound, her skin swelled red. But she hoped that the
Nomads would have some lichen from the White Swamp that she could use on it.
Banu’s wound was worse. The gash in his shoulder had bled more, and
though Banu could now move around, he hung his hurt wing to the side and did not fly to
find food as he usually did in the mornings. He cooed occasionally at the two women, as
if begging for some food, but they could only pet and whisper words he did not
understand.
For the rest of the morning, Ona and Feena sat, hungry and sore, and watched
the sky as the sun burned them. As each hour past, Ona’s eyes grew more tired, and her
mouth dry. The moss on her skin also dried and wrinkled, and some that had already
weakened now crinkled and fell away. She waited for pieces to droop to one side, then
peeled it off and dropped it onto the ground. She had lost it in several places since
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leaving, and now her skin was patched with bare spots. Feena watched this sadly, but Ona
said nothing about it.
By around mid-day, the bird raised its head and screeched. Looking up, Ona
saw the great wings of a bird in the far distance. At first, she could have mistaken it for a
small bird, but soon she could see how it grew larger as it approached. She and Feena
both stood and waved their hands and shouted, and Banu continued to screech to its
companion.
The bird was another heron, and it swooped low over the plains. When it
came to them, however, the bird did not stop, but glided past. A woman sat on the back of
it, her hair flowing long behind her. Ona and Feena continued to shout, and finally the
woman saw them, and she turned the bird around to them and landed.
“Yana!” Feena cried.
Ona had learned that this word meant “mother.” The woman, Feena and
Tishna’s mother, climbed down from the bird and embraced her daughter.
She did not look at Ona at first, and when she did, her eyes narrowed, and she
held Feena closer to her. She spat words of anger at Ona until Feena could calm her. Still,
Ona felt her anger in the tension of her shoulders, the peeled expression, and her
determination to ignore Ona.
After she had examined Banu, Feena’s mother gave him and Feena sips from
a carton of water, which Feena then passed to Ona. Ona drank some, but the women took
it away from her before she was satisfied.
Feena explained to Ona that they had to fly back without the bird, and the others
would return to rescue it now that they were found.
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“No,” Ona said. She held up her hand and motioned to herself and then to the
ground.
She would not let the bird stay alone where the lion could attack it. She was the
only one of them that could stay and protect it. Feena protested at first, but soon she was
being lifted away and waving her hand to Ona as she disappeared.
Ona sat in the shade of the bird’s wing and waited. She thought about Feena’s
mother and wondered how she could go back to the Nomads after this. What kind of
anger—even hate—would Tishna have against her now? She buried her head in her arms,
which rested on her knees, and waited.
More time passed. Gradually, she peeled away more moss, until only small pieces
remained where her skin was exposed. She had not seen so much of her skin since she
lived on the mountain, and the memory of stripping the pieces away in sacrifice for her
child filled her now. She and all of the Mothers had to do it so that their children had as
little moss and mycelium on them as possible when they were born. She had not cried,
then, knowing that this was her sacrifice and that it would regrow in time when she
returned to the White Swamp. She did not cry because of it now. She would find her way
back and sink again into those warm waters until her body welcomed the moss and the
mycelium of the honey mushroom, and she would feel their presence around her for as
long as she lived. But she did not know when this would be, or what of her family would
remain when she returned.
When rescue came, Banu had fallen asleep, and Ona still lay under its wing, so
she did not see the bird land until she heard a grackled sound and Tishna’s voice calling it
to stay steady. Then Banu lifted his head and cried out as he had before, and Ona turned
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to see Tishna dismounting the bird and walking to them.
He did not speak or look at her as she stood up from behind the bird’s wing. She
moved to where the bird was injured and showed it to him. For a moment, his eyes
crossed hers, but then they dropped to the bird’s wound. After he had examined it, he
straightened, and he finally looked at her, though his expression was stiff.
“I will walk her home,” he said. “She won’t be flying.”
“I am sorry—” Ona started to say, but Tishna stopped her.
“Feena spoke to me,” he said. “You were in danger. You know your mistake. I do
not have to tell you.” He looked at her arm and, silently, took it and peeled away the reed
and looked at it. “You need lichen,” he said.
Ona watched, unable to speak, as he grabbed a canister of water and poured it
over the wound, then wiped it with woolen towel. He blew on it, then wrapped it in a
fresh reed.
Ona was going to thank him, but he said her name and stopped her. His voice was
calm, but his brow creased. “You put my sister in danger. Banu will not be able to fly for
weeks.”
Ona bowed her head.
Tishna moved away to the other bird and grabbed its rein. He passed it to her.
“You know how to fly?”
Ona took the rein, and though it was light, it felt heavy in her hands.
“You can fly him home?” Tishna said.
“Home?” Ona said.
“Yes”
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Ona looked at him, searching for his meaning. Did he realize he had just offered
her a way out? Was it a test to see if she would obey? But Tishna was not slow in
thinking. What did he mean her to do?
“Yes—I can do that.”
“Good, good.” His expression did not break. “Be safe.”
Ona bowed. “I will.”
Tishna helped her mount the bird he had brought, named Gani, or stealth, then she
mimicked the motions she had seen Feena do, and the bird ascended from the ground.
As the bird rose, Ona saw to her left the direction she should go to the camp.
Straight ahead, the Plains reached the curve of the world and beyond, and beyond that
was the White Swamp.
Ona looked down at Tishna, who brought a flask of water to the injured bird’s
beak. He did not watch her, and she knew he must not want to.
He had let her go. He had meant to let her go. Was it out of kindness? Or did he
fear her after what she had done? Ona wanted to believe the first, but her heart told her
the other.
Looking ahead, she urged the bird forward, her eyes on the horizon.
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Chapter Twenty
Lenith did not wait for Eruth to respond to him. Mala had bent over, crying
out. Lenith knelt beside her, trying to see from the torchlight how far the disease had
spread. It crept up her cheek now, and her forehead was hot.
“It will be alright,” Lenith said to her, but she shook her head.
“Why did we come here?” she said. “I thought we’d be safe.”
Lenith did not know what to say. He had no answers. He wanted time to stop,
to let him solve this in time to save Mala. They had come here for a cure with no plan or
idea of what they would do if they did not find one. The thought that they might die in the
White Swamp was not one that Lenith could accept now.
He felt a strange chill despite the heat, an icy feeling of loneliness. For a long
time, he had practiced accepting the fact that he was alone. Everyone was alone, Soni
would say. Some resist it, and some accept it. But now it was more than a fact or a
thought. He felt it, and he wanted to stop it.
Eruth had not spoken or moved after she opened her eyes. Now, she spoke up,
her voice shaken.
“I don’t believe you,” she said.
“Then what can we do?” Lenith said, clenching his teeth.
“I’ve have served the Rumna with devotion and trust all my life. You’re
telling me I’ve been wrong. What can I believe?” With her final question, she raised her
hands and held them there like Lenith might give her a gift to comfort her. But her hands
were empty, and they shook.
Mala lifted her gaze to Lenith. “We have to choose.”
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“Choose what?” Lenith asked.
“What we believe. What we trust.”
Lenith felt as though his mind were ripping in two. He fought this tension,
sought peace, but his thoughts twisted in every direction as he sought an answer.
Eruth was right. Who could they trust? The Rumna—Soni, his teacher—had
betrayed Mala. Soni had lied to him. All of the elders had lied to him about the mycelium
and about the Hypha. Could he continue to follow the way of the Rumna after all of this?
But the Rumna believed that some things must happen for good. These were
not “bad” things, as the Hypha might say. They seemed bad, but they were not.
Even as he thought through the logic of these actions, however, he could not
stop looking at Mala, who would die if they did nothing. He had always believed death
was not so bad. Maybe it still wasn’t. But he could not that this betrayal that caused Mala
to die was something dark, even evil. Now it angered him. The Rumna angered him. And,
seeing how Mala’s eyes flushed with tears, he knew she was angered too. They had been
fooled. They could not know if it was all a lie—if Niena and the Beyond and the wisdom
teachings and the meditations were all a lie. But how could they know? Right now, it
only mattered to Lenith that they survived.
“We cannot forget,” Mala said.
She was right. They could not live as if none of this had happened. They had
to be honest about this evil.
So Lenith looked at Eruth, and he said, “You are right. Mala and I do not
know everything. But the man, Jep, whom you speak of, may be right about some of
these things. We want to know the truth as well. But right now, we need your help.”
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Eruth took a long moment to respond. Then she picked up her oars again.
“We will go to Sanifa,” she repeated sternly.
Again Lenith watched the old woman and thought of how easy it would be to
overtake her. It was not what a Rumna would do. But no, he thought. It was what a
Rumna would do. It was what they had done all this time. Perhaps he was more Rumna
for wanting to stop her. Did he have a choice?
He sat with these thoughts fighting one another, until he saw Mala watching
him with a terrible grief in her eyes. Then he stood in the boat, balancing with his feet on
either edge, and he stepped over Mala and stood over the old woman.
“Take us to the sick house,” he said. “It’s our only hope.”
Eruth was more frightened than he expected, her eyes wide and her whole
body shifting backward away from him. Her gaze darted to the red spot on his arm.
He held it out toward her, and she jolted. “Take us,” he said. “Or I will.” He
moved to grab the oars from her, but now he saw what he had missed before, what he
should have noticed. Eruth’s hand was partially touching the soil beside the boat, and her
eyes had shifted to a patch of dry land ahead.
Even before he turned, he sensed them, strangely, the new growth on his skin
tingling with sensations he had never felt before, much like the hair that stood up on the
back of his neck when he was frightened, but stronger. It was even stronger now that his
attention was turned toward it, and now when he looked up he knew what he would see.
A man and a woman crouched there, the man with green moss coated in white
mycelium as Eruth’s was, but the woman with less white and a strange, scab-like yellow
on her round face.
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Eruth spat out, “Harth, Tera, quick!”
They splashed into the waters. It was more shallow here. Eruth must have
meant to lead them here. The Hypha waded waist-deep toward the boat, their arms above
the water, their gazes fixed on Lenith. Still, their movements were not threatening, only
curious. Eruth must not have had time to tell them much.
“Who are they?” the man said. He was small and stocky with thick arms and a
strong, square jaw.
The female’s gaze fell on Mala and Lenith. “They have no moss.”
“No, Tera,” Eruth said. “They are Rumna.”
She said it with absolute belief, and Lenith felt rage rise up inside him as he
realized that she meant it. She had always believed them, and this is why she had feared.
She knew she had been wrong her whole life.
Tera lowered her head in a slight bow. “How can we serve you?”
“No,” Eruth said. She stood lightly on the canoe without wobbling it at all,
completely in balance. “They have told me things. Shown me things—all things I
believed were lies. That we believed were lies. Or—wanted them to be.” She pulled on
her fingers as she spoke, but this did not conceal her shaking. “It’s what Jep has said.
What we’ve feared.”
“It’s true?” the man, Harth, said, eyes wide with the same fear. “We can’t trust
them?”As he asked, he looked Lenith up and down, as though looking for a weapon.
“You can trust us,” Lenith said. “We have not harmed you. Our people have
deceived us, too.”
“What have they done?” Harth’s question was directed at Eruth rather than
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Lenith.
“They tried to kill me,” Mala said. “Because I found out that they are evil, and I
did not want to follow them.”
“Quiet,” Tera hissed. “No one should hear this.”
“We believed the Hypha were servants,” Lenith said, lowering his voice. “But—
you are slaves.”
Tera’s hands curled into fists, then fell again as she took this in. “We are paid,”
she said, her voice forceful. “We cannot be.”
“Paid?” Lenith said.
“Yes.” Tera reached into a sack at her side and drew out a few small pebbles.
The pebbles were turquoise and about thumb-sized. Common stones. Stones
he stepped on when he walked down the street of the Rumna village.
He could not say this to them. Their fear had already made them angry and
dangerous. But he did not have to. Mala had risen her head enough to see.
“They are worth nothing,” she said. “Not to us.”
Tera squeezed her hand over the pebbles, her face a contortion of rage and
grief.
“How do we know they are telling the truth?” Harth asked Eruth.
“They showed me,” she said. “They are telling the truth.”
“But it must be worth something to you,” Lenith said.
“We buy things from the Nomads with these,” Tera said. “They prefer trade,
but sometimes we can use them. But mostly we use them to sell between ourselves.”
“Then they are of worth,” Lenith said. “It is a symbol. This is what we were
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taught by the Rumna. The worth of something comes from the person who values it.”
Tera threw her pebbles into the swamp with a shout. “No! It doesn’t matter
what it means to us. It matters what it means to the Rumna. If it is dirt to them, then we
are dirt to them.”
Lenith looked at Mala and did not speak. Both knew that this was true. Filthy
Hypha was a common phrase among them growing up. Even Soni said it. They were
discouraged from being like the filthy Hypha, and this is what they were called whenever
they made a mistake or showed weakness.
But perhaps Soni was right. Lenith’s mind, still accustomed from fifteen
years of habit to trust her, still fought for answers that justified the Rumna. These Hypha
lived like animals. They labored and never thought. This was their purpose. If they had
minds, they might leave their labor and seek greater things like the Rumna had. But the
Rumna could not live their lives without the Hypha. The Hypha’s labor was necessary for
health of the Rumna’s bodies and minds.
He knew there must be wisdom in this, and he wanted to believe it, but he
could see on Mala’s face that she did not accept it, and he felt in the bodies around him
something more than pure physical existence. He wanted to leave this place and meditate
in silence until he could accept the truth. At this moment, he could not settle his thought
on any belief. His mind was lost between the two, or perhaps a third or fourth truth that
he had not conceived or understood yet.
But he could not become distracted by this now.
“What must we do?” Tera asked Eruth.
Eruth looked at Lenith and Mala, then back at her people. “We only have two
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choices. We can accept this as truth and share it with the others—or we can not. You
know what would happen if we let the others know. Rebellion. Violence. An uprising that
would destroy everything we have lived for. Everything that is good to us. Why should
we stop doing what we’ve done for hundreds of years only because the Rumna have lied?
It is everything to us.”
“You would continue to work for them?” Tera said.
Eruth nodded. “Not for them. For us. For the Hypha. For our way of life.”
“She’s right,” Harth said. “If we let the others know, everything will be
destroyed. We cannot let this happen.” He looked at Lenith, and then at Mala. “They are
sick.” To Eruth, he said, “We cannot let the others know that they were here.”
“You know they already do.”
“But they don’t know their story. We’ll tell them they came for a cure, and
that’s all.”
“But the others must know,” Mala said.
Tera stepped closer, fist raised. “Would you tell them?”
“We won’t,” Lenith said. “We only want help. We are both sick. If you can
get us help, we will not say anything.”
As he said it, he realized that the sick house was not what they needed. If
there was no cure, they would die anyway. They needed to go back to the marsh and
meditate and seek truth before they died so that Niena—if Niena was real—oh, Niena,
forgive him—would accept them into the Beyond.
“Take us to the edge of the forest,” he said. “We can rest there and meditate
so that Niena will accept us. That is all we ask.”
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“It is a risk,” Eruth said to the other Hypha.
“It is,” Tera said. “But we must let them go to Niena.”
“No!” Eruth said. In one swift motion, she bent by Mala, and her hand flicked
a sharp shard of rock from her pouch, which she held against Mala’s throat. Mala barely
moved, but she looked at Lenith, her breathing heavy.
“Stop!” Lenith said, his voice delayed from his shock.
“It’s all been lies from the beginning!” Eruth said. “If the Rumna have tricked
us, then there must be no Niena and no afterlife and no hope for the Hypha. No hope for
anyone. No one else can know this. These two must be—.” She could not say the words.
“We would not tell,” Lenith said again, forcing his hands and feet away from
Eruth while she held the shard, but ready to move at any moment.
“We can watch them,” Tera said. “Make sure they don’t leave.”
“The Hypha will know we have left. They will suspect something. And if we
let them die here, they’ll know, too.” She flicked her shard. “This is the only way. Silent.
Fast. Less pain for them than the disease. We must do what is best for all.”
Her final words were exactly what Soni would say.
Before Lenith could think of what to do, an arm clutched his throat and threw
him backwards into Harth. Lenith’s feet still dangled in the boat while his body leaned
into the man.
Lenith knew what he had to do. By now, the red disease had spread to his
neck. He had not looked at it all this time, but he felt the sting there.
He raised his arm and buried it in Harth’s face. Harth shouted and dropped
him, and Lenith fell back into the water. A weight dropped on his shoulders and held him
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under, but then it lifted again, dragging him up by the shirt.
“Get him out, get him out!” Eruth said while Tera helped pull Lenith back
into he boat. “The others will know!”
Harth stumbled, clasping his face. “He got me! I’ll get the sickness now!”
Tera dropped the cloth at Lenith’s neck so that his head fell on the floor of the
boat beside Mala Lenith did not fight her. He wanted to be closer to Mala. In her fury,
Eruth had risen her hand from Mala’s neck. Lenith took his chance. He drew himself up
and flung into the woman. She screamed, but he grabbed her shoulders and pushed her
down, raising his arm near her face.
“Stop!” Mala said. “Lenith, stop!”
He did not stop. He released Tera, who lay still and shaking, and pushed
Eruth out of the boat as she tried to gain balance. She fell into the water and, for a
moment, disappeared. When she came up, her neck was red.
“Lenith!” Mala screamed.
He turned, but too late, as Tera drew out a sharp blade and slashed his side.
Lenith stumbled back, the pain slicing his skin, but he managed to stay in the boat.
Tera stood now with her weapon out. Her breaths were heavy, and her eyes
filled with tears.
“You have killed them,” she said.
Eruth and Harth looked at one another in anguish, and Lenith’s chest, heaving
now, was hot with sudden remorse. But he could not step down now, or he and Mala
would be killed.
But they were dying anyway. Why had he attacked so violently only to spare
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himself a day or so of life? He bit into his own tongue until it bled.
He had killed them. Like a filthy Hypha, he had killed them.
He had to get this second skin off of his body before he died. Again, the
Rumna in him fought. He must die a Rumna. But now he did not know if that was
possible. He was no better than a Hypha now.
Not wanting to fight anymore, he dropped to his knees beside Mala, beneath
the woman’s knife, and fell into a deep meditation.
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Chapter Twenty-One
Soon, Ona smelled moss and water and sulfur, and the White Swamp
stretched before her. From the sky, it looked like a green sea. Then, it was below her, and
the mist that settled over it patched her view of the trees and water. But it was home, and
she breathed it in.
As she passed over it, she held tightly to the rein, holding it neutrally but
ready to either descend, or to go on. She had known that this decision would have to be
made, but she was still not ready.
She had two goals when she decided to go with Jep to the mountain. The first
was to help Jep find the truth. The second was to see her child and, if Jep was right, to
bring it home.
She had seen her son. He had been in the Swamp, the very world below her,
and he had been sick and possibly in trouble. How could she pass over without seeing
him? She still did not know why he was there or what it meant. Had he come looking for
her?
She did not move her hands. There was a third goal, now, and it was more
urgent than the first two. Jep believed there was a cure on the mountain. This must be her
first concern.
But the boy might know about this cure. She could not waste time in the
Swamp, but she could not waste time looking for something that did not exist either.
Her hands tightened on the rein, and, finally, she leaned forward over an
island in the Tree Hypha area of the Swamp.
***
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Ona dismounted the bird onto soft earth and breathed in the heavy, earthy air.
Her skin’s dryness was relieved from the moisture, as though she had just sunk into soft
water after a day of working in dry dirt.
Just below the surface of moss and other plant life, the soil sponged with
mycelium. She did not have mycelium on her hands, so she pushed her sleeves back so
that she could feel with the mycelium on her upper arm. She lay on the ground and rested
her arm against it. Closing her eyes, she reached out for her son.
There was little movement around the Swamp. She searched it, moving
through the mycelium to look around from trees and soil. Finally, she saw a canoe in the
distance with a woman and a boy and girl, and two more Hypha beside it. She moved
closer.
From a tree, she saw her son. He was on the floor of the boat on his knees,
both eyes closed. The Yellow Hypha in front of him held a knife out in a loose grip. The
two on the shore looked at the red mycelium on their skin without hurry. One of them
was Eruth. The other was Harth, the man who had attacked Jep.
“What should I do?” the woman said.
Eruth shrugged. “Wait a moment. They do this.”
Beside the boy, a young girl held her hand to soil, and Ona sensed her
attachment. She moved in, attaching herself to the girl.
The girl was also diseased. Ona felt a twinge of her pain. She was connecting
to someone else, but when she saw Ona, she stopped for a moment and concentrated on
her.
Ona quickly showed her Lenith and sent her feelings for him as her son.
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The girl nodded. She showed her who she had been connected to. Further in
the swamp, the sick house, a man with stumped legs had managed to reach outside of the
house to a tree.
Jep was alive. His disease had spread further, but he was alive.
The girl showed her others. Sun and Joth. Colt and Willow. Ursa. All of them
had the disease now. Jep must have connected them all to help Ona’s son and this girl.
Then the girl showed her Bar-Rum and Soni. She showed Soni walking away
while she, the girl, was left diseased in a cave. She showed her a woman connected to the
cave wall in thick, red mycelium—
From where Ona lay, her hand covered her mouth as she swallowed back a
cry. She shut her eyes hard.
“Elma,” she said aloud.
Jep had been right.
The girl drew Ona’s gaze more closely to the mycelium on the wall. It was
not just mycelium. It was all of the mycelium from the Swamp.
The mountain connected to the Swamp.
“Thank you,” Ona said, though she knew the girl could not hear her.
Now, Ona focused in on the disease, trying to send the girl the question she
had to know. She imagined the disease, and then imagined it gone.
Speaking through mycelium was as difficult as speaking to Feena. But the girl
understood, and, rather than showing Ona another image, she only shook her head.
Before disconnecting entirely, Ona saw her son open his eyes as the woman’s
mouth opened to yell at him.

207

Ona let go.
Raising herself from the ground, she did not rise immediately.
I’m sorry, my son. My fya, I’m sorry.
Fifteen years ago, she had let him go. This had been the right, honorable thing
to do. It had been a gift to Niena. Now, all of this was a waste. All fifteen years.
Drown it. Drown them. Drown Niena.
And Elma—Elma was alive. But for how long?
I’m sorry, she thought. Jep, I’m sorry.
The girl did not know a cure. If Ona went to the mountain, she might never
find one. But she did know that Elma was there. If there was no cure, Elma would die.
Ona’s finding her would not stop that. But she could bring Elma back. She could prove to
everyone that Jep was telling the truth, and let him die with some peace.
Still, she did not rise. Her son was in danger now. But Jep and her family
were on their way. Ona wanted to help, but helping them now would only leave her less
time to save Elma before it was too late. She had to choose.
Her arm throbbed. While she thought, she tore off the bandage and packed the
wound with moss. Then she wrapped it again with nearby reeds.
She lifted herself up. Beside her, Gani watched the water for fish, but was too
repulsed by the water to dive for them. Ona gripped the saddle of the bird and mounted.
She would find Elma. She would do everything she could to find a cure and
help everyone live.
Knowing the truth would change everything for the Hypha, but Ona would
have her son in the end, and, if she found a cure, she would have her mother and father
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and sister and brothers. They would live.
They must live.
***
The swamp became marsh, and the marsh became forest. When they passed a
stream that she had heard from above, she stopped there, and she and Gani both drank
from it.
It was not long before the sky was a deep orange in the west, and the air
chilled. Ahead, the space between mountain and sky narrowed.
Ona remembered her first time approaching it with Sanifa, and she felt as
though no time had passed. Her stomach twisted with the memory of her fear. Not fear
like one fears for their life—not like she had now. Fear of the unknown. Fear of
greatness. Fear of finding oneself small after all.
The mountains rolled across the landscape, hiding the horizon in dark
shadow. The single great mountain peeked five times that she could see. The highest
peak, the second, was Bar-Rum. All of these mountains were thickly forested, and now
that the sun had gone down, they were completely darkened.
She lowered the bird into a treetop, and it roosted there. Ona lay awake for
some time on its back, watching the stars and wondering what she would find on the
mountain. Then her body sunk into an exhaustion that she had ignored, and she slept.
In the morning, they took off again, and Ona guessed that it would take them
one hour to reach the Rumna. The mountain came forward in her sight, too quickly.
Finally, the mountain’s trees and ground were below them.
Beyond, the great stone structure tucked in the highest peak of the mountain
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looked down on the forests and the White Swamp and, in the farthest distance, the Plains,
which was a mere line of pale green. From where she was, the structure looked the size of
a wooden carving that she might hold in her hand.
When she felt she was walking distance from the Rumna villages, and when
the structure was closer to the size of the bird’s own head before her, she lowered the bird
onto a treetop. If she had understood Feena and Jep in the days she lived with them, the
bird would not need to be tied down, but was loyal and would stay in the area until its
owner returned. So she took off its saddle and bridle, and let it free to roam and hunt and
find water while she descended the tree.
The tree was different from the cypress of the White Swamp that she was used to
climbing, but the pine had even more branches for footholds, and she made it down
quickly. At its feet, she checked her skin for moss. Her long, oversized Plains garment
hid whatever moss was left, and anything not covered might be mistaken for a freckle.
She fingered her hair and found that it was all gone from there, too. In her clothing, she
hoped to be mistaken for a Nomad if she was seen.
She walked through the forest. It was not cultivated like much of the White
Swamp, where the Hypha had carefully used fire to clear places and let it regrow, where
they encouraged certain plants to grow and others to hold back or grow somewhere else,
and where there was some order even in the mess of grasses, shrubs, herbs, and flowers.
Here, the forest lay untouched. Nuts and fruit seeds lay on the ground unharvested, rotten.
Vines and thorny shrubs crawled across trees and ground and blocked any possibility of a
clear path. She stepped over and around and through these, occasionally a leg or arm
getting snagged by a branch or thorn that cut her skin. Spider’s webs also crossed
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between trees, and she held a stick before her to break through them as she walked.
Soon, she was so deep in forest that she could not see the school or the cliffs. She
did not know which way was straight. But she knew she could not be far from a village or
some sign of civilization. So she walked on, swaying her stick, watching her steps, and
listening. She heard the songs and calls of birds that she now remembered hearing while
she lived her—hawk’s cries, woodpecker knocks, jay’s laughs. The wind created its own
whisper, and her movements rattled and echoed. But she listened past this. Whenever she
hunted, she knew that, to see what she was looking for, she must see everything until
something stood out—a movement, a color, a sound. Now she listened for the unnatural.
A human voice. The crackle of a fire. The smell of smoke. The clinking of tools.
She walked for some time, and many times she thought about turning back and
calling for the bird to bring her closer. But someone might hear her voice, or her bird
might go too close and be seen. She thought she could climb a tree, but the trees stretched
high to compete for sunlight, and the branches were not low enough to grab.
Her legs bled in streaks down her skin, and the isolation of not having mycelium
to see around her was almost painful. She looked behind her and barely saw the trail she
had made. She had never had to think about getting lost before. She always knew her
way, and the mycelium would show her where to go. Now, everything relied on her
memory if she were to go back.
She stopped walking when a sound she had never heard before screeched in the
forest. It was an unnatural, scraping sound. It seemed to move from a higher to a lower
pitch, back-and-forth, always in a pattern of two. Screech, screech. Screech, screech. It
was distant, she felt, and it echoed so that it was difficult to tell which direction it came
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from. But she closed her eyes and listened.
One, two. One, two.
Then a crash. A sound she knew. A louder screech, natural this time, and a
horrible creaking and crackling, then a roar, and, finally, a thud.
It was the sound of a tree falling.
As she listened, she also watched, searching for the direction of the sound and
running toward it as quickly as she could through the thick brush. Thorns slashed her
cheek. A vine snared her hand.
Then whispers, like sand, sifted ahead. Ona ducked and moved forward more
slowly now, finding trees and shrubs to hide herself behind as she neared them.
Brown things, like trees, moved ahead. Then they sprouted arms and legs and
faces.
The people were clean of moss, but, like Ona, dark and small.
A clearing opened up behind them where there were no trees—only stumps
where trees used to be. One man held the handle of a metal tool. The metal was like
Tishna’s knife, but jagged.
The man spoke more loudly, and his voice was quick and slurred like a
Hypha’s.
Ona turned around and leaned back against the trunk of a tree. She could go
forward and reveal herself and what she was there for, or she could keep going around
the clearing toward the caves. But she did not know where the caves were from here, and
these men might be able to help her.
Her chest heaving, she turned back to the men. She listened to be sure that
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they were the only two nearby. She heard only the men’s tools rubbing against the fallen
tree, but these sounds might drown out other sounds, and the Rumna could be eerily
quiet.
She could still see the tops of the men’s heads about fifteen feet away. She
would have to get their attention and have them come to her.
She stood, at first against the tree, then a step away from it to her left where
the men might see her through thin branches and shrubs and the tree they carved.
She waved a hand, but they did not look up. She stepped a little closer, her
steps crackling, but they still did not look up. They could not hear past their work. So
Ona looked around them, eyes shifting like a deer’s, and moved closer with her body bent
in half to stay low.
She crouched by the fallen tree, only its wide girth separating her from the
men. She lifted herself up enough that they might see from her head to her shoulders.
The younger man looked up and fell backwards with his tool raised in the air,
a shout coming from his mouth. The other, the older one, also looked up, and his face
twitched, but he did not move. Both held their eyes on her, searching her.
“Is anyone nearby?” Ona whispered.
The men looked at each other, then shook their heads.
“Who are you?” the older man asked.
For a moment, Ona had forgotten that her moss was gone and that she was
dressed like a Nomad.
She breathed heavily, then said to them, “I am Tree Hypha”
The men stared, then the old one’s face wrinkled into a faint smile.
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“They know, then?” he said. “They know about us? Are you coming to bring us
back home?”
Ona burned with shame, but she said, “The Hypha have been deceived for so
long. We thought—we believed that you all were dead.”
He lowered his eyes and pushed out his lips. “Yes—The Rumna have hidden us
well. Even the mothers do not see us, and go home believing in the goodness of the
Rumna.”
Ona forced herself from looking away. “How many of you are here?” “Fortyseven,” the younger man said. “And growing. They are bringing in more soon.”
“Who? When?”
He bent closer to her. “This red mycelium—have you seen it? Some of us
have heard that the Rumna are using this to bring more Hypha here.”
Ona’s jaw locked, her teeth pressed together.
“The redness was on some of us,” the old man went on. “But they give ‘em
some liquid. Then they’re clean as infants—like us. Not Hypha. Not Rumna. Just—
working bodies.”
The younger man blinked many times, and his eyelashes wetted.
“I am Hern,” the old man said. “I’ve been here so long—And this is Coff,
who’s spent most of his life here. But—please tell me—are the Hypha coming for us?”
“I—don’t know,” she said. “I came to find out if you—if the Rumna had
enslaved you. Now I know. Now, I think, they will come, if I can convince them.”
“What would we do if they did?” Coff said. “We’re not Hypha anymore. You
know we couldn’t live in the Swamp.”
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“No—” Hern said. “But—anything would be better.”
“We’ll find a way,” Ona said. “But—I need your help. I’m looking for a
woman—Her name is Elma.”
Coff frowned, and again he and the man looked at one another.
“Is she—?” Ona said.
“We don’t know where she is,” Coff said. “They took her a long time ago.”
“The caves?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“They don’t tell us what they do,” Hern said. “They only tell us what to do.”
Ona looked at their skin. Clean. Bare except for the dirt.
“They took your mycelium,” she said. “Like they took it from the sick.
How?”
Hern raised his hand to show her the bare skin of his palm. “A bottle,” he
said. “We don’t know what it’s made of.”
“Where is yours?” Coff said. “I thought you were a Nomad when I saw you.”
“I’ve been with Nomads,” Ona said. “My brother sent me there for protection.
It’s been several days, and it’s dried up. But it’s still inside me. This liquid, though—it
removes it all the way? Inside and out?”
“Yes,” Coff said. “The liquid eats away the inside. It’s—painful.”
“How can I get it?”
Again the men exchanged looks, and Hern said, “The Rumna keep it. We
don’t know where.”
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He looked around as he said it, and Ona crouched back.
“Whatever you’re planning to do,” Hern said, “you must do it alone. We can’t
help you.”
“But they are your people, too,” Ona said.
“Yes,” Hern said. “And if I could help, I would. But they would catch us the
moment we stepped out of our tents without being asked to. You have a better chance on
your own. Perhaps you won’t be caught.”
“What should I do then?” Ona said. “I don’t even know where to begin.”
A voice—one Ona knew well—spoke in quiet hums in the distance. The men
did not wait. Coff picked up his tool and placed it against the tree, his eyes shifting back.
Hern did the same. Both lowered their heads and rubbed their tools against the tree,
cutting through it.
Ona, startled, looked around, but she did not see Soni.
She crouched low.
“Where is the cave?” she whispered.
Hern’s eyes darted up as his arm still moved back and forth. He did not speak,
but his gaze fell to his left, and his head tilted that way slightly. Then he nodded to the
tree he sawed, and his lips formed the words “tree” and, lifting up his eyes, “tall.”
Ona moved backwards, crouched, through the underbrush and behind a tree.
Whatever she had to do, she had to do it alone. But maybe, if she could find
the cave, she could find Elma, and maybe Elma would know something that Coff and
Hern did not.
Ona first found the large tree Hern spoke of, a great, thick-trunked tree with
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low branches that made it climbable. As she came upon it, still hiding in thick brush, a
Rumna woman stood below the tree and reached for the lowest bough. Ona watched her
and waited until she disappeared in its height.
Beside the tree, a great cliff of rock grew into the mountain, and the rock
opened up in a black, jagged mouth, completely dark inside.
A chill brushed against her body, creeping around her like grim message
through mycelium.
This was the cave where they met in darkness. Just skin and limbs and hot
breath. Soni had led her here and went with her inside, into a small nook. Then Soni left,
taking away the light, and she had waited there for him.
Ona waited for the numbness in her fingers to fade and her heart and breath to
steady. The way was clear. She had to move quickly.
She stood. But a voice behind her spoke her name, softly, without emotion or
hurry.
“Ona.”
Ona’s entire body chilled again, and, as she turned around, slow, her mind
grasped for a response. But nothing came out.
Soni stood in her long, silken tunic, her hair running down her back, her
movements slow as she gracefully drew her tunic from the ground and stepped over
brambles. Her coming had been completely silent, but now her footsteps crackled over
leaves.
“I am glad you returned to us,” Soni said. “I did not recognize you.”
“I have been with Nomads,” Ona said, honestly. “I—have been separating.
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Meditating.” Her mouth was dry, and she had to swallow before continuing. “I am more
prepared now. I’m—I apologize for not going to Sanifa. I was afraid—I wanted to come
and show that I am ready.” Again she paused. She forced her voice to remain steady. “I
want to serve the Rumna and give purpose to my life.” She looked firmly at Soni in
reverence. “I have come to have another child. Please—accept this sacrifice.”
Soni had watched without expression, but now, for the first time that Ona had
seen, Soni’s lips stretched, barely, into a smile. But her eyes remained cool and hard. She
slipped off her white gloves and touched Ona’s cheek in a way that Sun might have done.
“I accept,” she said. “Come with me.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two
According to the Rumna, meditation was not a way for the mind to
manipulate meaning, but for Niena to guide one toward truth. When Lenith fell by Mala’s
side and closed his eyes, he hoped for truth and guidance. As he drifted off, however,
without any connection to the mycelium, he only saw one thing—Lidda. The girl was tied
to the mycelium, suffering for the Rumna. If Lenith were to die in a few days, he would
not want to die before rescuing her and Vilo and the others.
He did not know if this thought came from Niena or not. He only knew that,
when he opened his eyes, the Tera watched him in anger, her hand still pointing her
weapon to him.
“Stop it,” she said.
“We have to save the Hypha on the mountain,” Lenith said.
“Saving them will destroy us,” Eruth said. She and Harth had moved to the
dry land. “I don’t want them to suffer. But it’s a decision we have to make.”
“No, it’s not,” Mala said. “It never is.”
Lenith looked at her now, and he saw that she had moved to the back of the
boat, and her hand touched soil.
“Do you know Lidda?” Lenith said. “Elma? Vilo?”
They all glanced at each other.
“Elma?” Tera said. “She’s alive?”
“We—do not know. But Vilo and Lidda are.”
“Lidda is a Mother,” Eruth said. “She’ll be back.”
“A Mother?” Lenith said. “She was not with the others. She was working—

219

and then they attached her to mycelium in a cave.”
Everything he said was new pain to them. Eruth closed her eyes as if to block
out his words.
“She must be barren,” she said.
“You’d let her stay there so that you can keep your secrets?”
Eruth did not open her eyes, though Tera and Harth both looked at her for
guidance.
“We will die either way,” Harth said to her.
“No,” she said. “Even if we die, we can’t let things change now.”
As they were speaking, Tera had begun to cry. She still held the weapon
pointed to Lenith, but her hands shook.
“How old are you?” she asked.
“What are you doing?” Eruth said. “This is not—”
“Tell me,” Tera insisted.
“Fifteen,” Lenith said.
She gripped the weapon tightly and looked away. “You are not mine.”
“Oh, Tera,” Eruth said, this time with sympathy.
“They might know them,” Tera said. She looked back at Lenith. “Does
anyone look like me? They would be older—seventeen now.”
Lenith stared at her, thinking. Then he remembered a woman who had looked
much like this woman, with her thick hair, her slender nose, her wide face.
“Her name is Vin,” he said.
Tera’s hand now loosened over the weapon, and her eyes filled with tears.
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“You’re sure?”
“He is right,” Mala said, now lifting her hand from the soil without anyone
noticing.
“Is she well?” Tera asked.
“Yes,” Mala said. “She is a Guide of one of the coastal cities.”
Tera wiped her eyes and let out a small laugh. “Tell me about her.”
“We don’t have time,” Eruth said.
“She is smart,” Lenith said anyway.
“Is she—good?”
Lenith was not sure what she wanted to hear. He said, “She is wise.”
“Did she hurt anyone?”
“We have to plan—” Eruth tried.
“No,” Lenith said. “I do not think so.”
Tera thought about this, but she did not smile. Finally, she said, “What about
Sanifa? Is he—good?”
This time Harth and Eruth listened also.
Lenith looked at Mala, who frowned. He said, “He is wise.”
“That is not the same,” Harth said.
Lenith did not know what to say. Was Sanifa “good,” as this woman hoped,
or was he “bad”? He was wise, Lenith thought again. He was above good and bad. He
knew what was right at the right time for the majority of people and for the world. Was
this not good? But then, if he and Soni and the others had enslaved the Hypha, was this
bad? Was causing suffering upon others bad if it meant good for the majority? His head
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spun.
“No,” Mala said. “He is not good.”
“We can’t believe them,” Eruth said, again lifting the sharp rock toward them,
but this time wary, looking again at the red mycelium that crept on her own skin.
“Everything they’ve said has been true!” Tera said.
“Stay calm, Tera,” Harth said. “We can’t let anyone know about this. If we let
her see Jep, she’ll tell him everything.” He stood straight and put one foot in the boat.
“Why are we waiting?” he said. “We have to get rid of them now.”
“I can’t do it,” Tera said, lowering her weapon and stepping back. She
climbed out of the boat. In an instant, Harth replaced her in front of Lenith. Tera handed
Harth her weapon.
Lenith and Mala could not do anything. Mala was too weak to run, and Lenith
would not abandon her. Harth already had red mycelium on him, patched like a spider’s
web on his arm, and Lenith had no other weapon. He would not harm anyone else even if
he could. He and Mala had so little life left in them to justify hurting anyone.
All of these thoughts passed through his mind as Harth raised his weapon.
Now, Lenith looked up at it, waiting. But it never fell.
Harth’s anger softened, and, sighing, he lowered his hand. “We’ll let them
live. But we’ll bind them. Cover their mouths. Keep them away from mycelium.”
“And take them to Sanifa,” Eruth finished. “Tell him we don’t believe them.
See what he does to rebels.”
Lenith and Mala did not argue. They knew they had no argument to make
now, and they could not communicate to plan anything else. But Lenith sensed that Mala
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was calm—calmer than she should be. She looked at Lenith with a serene, assuring gaze,
as if to say, “It will be alright.” And Lenith wondered what she had done while she
secretly touched the edge of soil.
He felt the mycelium stinging his shoulder and neck. It seemed to suck at his
skin, drawing out the mycelium that had survived in his body for fifteen years. Mala’s
spread down her neck and to her chest, and her eyes had reddened with fever.
Eruth yanked on the end of a vine and pulled it up from where it’s fingers
held to bark, ripping it up and up until the top fell like a long snake onto the ground. She
coiled this up and gave it to Harth.
Harth wrapped the vine around Lenith’s wrists, the vine scratching his skin
like un-trimmed nails, and pulled it tight until Lenith’s fingers whitened like bone. Then
Harth did the same to his feet, so that Lenith had to sit with his legs out in front of him.
Eruth and Tera tied Mala in the same way.
“Now,” Eruth said to Harth. “Take them to the edge of the marsh to Sanifa.
Tell Sanifa everything they’ve said.”
Harth sat in the boat and picked up the oar and began to row. Passed him,
Lenith saw that Mala still seemed calm—but now a strange expression had passed over
her. It was subtle, and fast. Her eyes had opened wide, her neck straightened in alertness,
looking past Lenith, and then she lowered her eyes, suddenly, to her hands.
But now her eyes lifted again, and this time she smiled. But she did not smile
at Lenith.
Lenith turned. Just as he did, Eruth announced what he would see.
“It’s Jep!”
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A man who must be Jep rowed toward them from a great expanse of open
water ahead. Around him, yellow eyes gleamed that Lenith had not seen before—the
alligators. But Jep did not look at them or stop rowing with thick arms and a steady gaze
ahead.
Moonlight cast down on them now from where it inched out from behind a
grey, misty cloud. Without torches on the boat, it was difficult to see, but the closer he
came, the more clear it was that he was not alone. Two other hands rowed swiftly in the
back of his canoe. Behind them, two other canoes emerged in the dark as they entered the
circle of moonlight, each holding two Hypha. There were six Hypha together—Jep and
his partner, a young man and woman in the second canoe, and an older man and woman
in the third.
“Drowners,” Eruth said.
“What do we do?” Tera whispered.
Lenith smiled at Mala, who smiled back now.
But the canoes were still far off, and the three White Hypha could do
anything in that time.
A voice called from the water. “Give them to us, Eruth.” It was Jep, the man
in the closest canoe.
Eruth whispered to the others, “Don’t tell them our plan. Harth, untie them
now.”
“I already told them,” Mala said. “You cannot hide anything.”
Eruth swore again, then shouted to the canoes, “Stay back!”
The canoers hesitated, their boats lingering over the rippling moon.
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“They are family,” Jep said. “Bring them here.”
Eruth glanced at Harth. “Do it.” Then to Tera, she whispered, and Lenith
could not hear. But Tera nodded and crouched by the water’s edge with her hand on the
surface, her eyes closed.
Harth took up the oar and rowed forward without unbinding Lenith or Mala.
Now Lenith’s throat tightened, his heart pounding. What would Harth do? What was Tera
doing now?
Lenith watched the water for those yellow eyes, but now they had gone.
The night was eerily silent except for the water that woke beneath the oar, so
that Lenith’s breaths seemed like wind to his own ears. Slowly, Harth brought them near
the moon’s mirrored image, and there he stopped, several feet away from Jep and the
others.
“Oh, is it really them?” said the older women. “Ona and Elma’s children?”
“It is,” Jep said, and his voice, for a moment, had dropped its hostility for
gladness.
“Father!” Mala said, and the smiles between the father and daughter were
unnaturally happy in this darkness.
“Bring them to us,” Jep said again, suddenly stern.
“Wait,” Harth said. “They are diseased.”
“So am I,” Jep said. “So are all of us. Bring them over. If we’re going to die,
let us die together.”
Harth softened momentarily, then said, “You’d tell everyone in the swamp
the truth. You’d turn the Rumna against us.”
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“The Rumna are already against us,” a woman behind Jep said. “They’ve
taken my husband with this disease. And now—my Lidda is on the mountain, probably
enslaved by them. It has to stop now!”
Lenith and Mala exchanged glances. As Lenith turned back, a loud splashing
erupted in the water across from them, next to Jep’s boat. The water slashed and seemed
to pull up in a stream over them.
But this was not water. This was a reptile, massive, its head as big as Jep’s
body, its jaws open wide as an arm. The giant head thrust against the boat, tossing Jep
and Lidda’s mother against the other edge of the canoe where they struggled to stay on
board. The head, as it brushed through moonlight, gleamed with yellow algae.
Mala screamed, and Harth jumped back at her and slapped her, but she didn’t
stop, and he lifted her. She kicked, but her feet were still locked together. Lenith scooped
his legs underneath him to move forward, and he raised his fists and pounded them on
Harth’s neck. But the man did not stop, and he dropped Mala in the water.
“No!” Lenith hit the man again and again, but he only turned and, with a
growl that was inhuman, punched Lenith in the jaw, forcing him backwards. While
Lenith tried to recover, Harth jammed his hands beneath him and pushed him over the
edge of the boat.
The water was thick and black, and as he fell beneath its surface, he clamped
his mouth and eyes shut. He kicked and squirmed and wrestled with the vine on his
wrists, but he only continued to sink. He brought his hands to his face and bit into the
vines. He tore and pulled.
It would not budge.

226

Somewhere around him, he knew, the alligators swam, searching, smelling.
He opened his eyes. They stung, and he blinked, but he saw nothing.
But then two faint lights stared out from the great mass of blackness. Two
yellow orbs with red encircling them.
He wanted to scream, but only a muffled, weak cry filled the back of his
throat. Then, beside him, the water moved. He kicked as something brushed his arm. But
this thing, whatever it was, passed between him and the alligator’s stare. Its slick, dark
body curved around him and under him, and it lifted him upward, up towards the faint
white light of the surface, and pushed him until he broke through.
He choked and coughed, algae spilling from his mouth. His legs now curved
over a barrel of a body, and a round head lifted up before him.
A mink. He was riding a mink. But how?
On the creature’s back, Lenith felt the soft slime of algae. The yellow algae.
He twisted around, looking for Mala, not knowing what he would see.
Around him, pieces of boat lay splintered and floating on the surface. As
water spilled from his ears, and his hearing caught up with him, he heard shouting. But
this was not fearful shouting—it was celebration.
Mala sat on the water with both hands touching the yellow algae and her eyes
closed. She balanced on the back of another mink that hissed at an alligator. Beside her,
Harth crouched fearfully in the canoe as another mink leered and barked at him, its paws
on one edge so that the canoe tipped towards it.
Jep and Lidda’s mother, and the other two canoes, were surrounded by mink.
There were dozens of them, hissing and barking at the reptiles.
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In his amazement, Lenith did not know what to think. He was only shocked
and relieved.
Behind, on land, Tera still sat with her hand on the water’s surface, but Eruth
slapped her cheek, and she let go.
The water streaked as alligators retreated and submerged, their yellow eyes
blinking out.
Mala had opened her eyes, but she still held one hand on the water.
Lenith’s mink moved, then Mala’s moved, and they both crossed the water to
Jep’s boat. Lidda’s mother helped Mala inside, where she stood between her and Jep.
Jep, whose legs were stumped, balanced on his hands and looked up at his
daughter.
“Mala,” he said. “My girl.”
“Father. Father.” She dropped into his arms, and neither cared where the red
mycelium touched each other’s skin.
Lenith looked at Lidda’s mother. “She is well,” he said. “Lidda.”
The woman took this in, her face a mixture of gladness and sorrow as water—
tears or swamp water—dripped from a scalloped lichen on her cheeks. “Thank you. Is
she—pregnant?”
“No,” Lenith said.
She lifted her hand to Lenith. At first, Lenith did not understand, but then he
lifted his own hand and touched the woman’s palm, and, concentrating, he showed her
Lidda as he had seen her last—in the cave tied back with mycelium.
“We’ll save her,” Lenith said after lowering his hand again.
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“Yes. Yes. We will.”
With Mala in the boat, Lenith’s mink suddenly seemed aware that he was on
its back, and it twisted around to get him off. Mala rushed to the edge and dropped her
hand, and the mink was still again. She led it to the other boat with the young man and
woman as they rowed closer.
“Mala, how are you doing that?” Lenith said.
“She’s got her mother in her,” Jep said.
Mala smiled, proud. “I connected to the yellow algae. I did not know if I
could—but I did, and I suddenly felt all of the mink around.”
“Only Yellow Hypha can do that,” Jep said.
The young man in the other canoe helped Lenith into his boat, which now
floated beside Jep’s.
The man’s hair was tied back in two braids, and as he helped Lenith into the
boat, Lenith noticed that he also had a heavy layer of white mycelium on the moss on his
skin, like Eruth and Harth. But he also had patches of red where the moss had been eaten
away.
The young woman had less red mycelium on her, but patches showed that she
had been infected. But now she sat at the back of the boat, breathing deeply and holding a
round belly. The man crouched beside her and held her hand.
“Nephew,” the man said. “I am Colt. And this is my wife, Willow—your
Mother’s sister.”
Lenith crouched before them. “My Mother?”
“Yes,” Willow said. “And doesn’t he look like her?” she said to her husband.
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“Yes. In the eyes.”
“Where is my Mother?” Lenith said.
It was strange using the word. He had not been allowed to say it for so long,
that it caught in his throat.
Willow and Colt did not seem to notice. “She’s on the Plains with Nomads,”
Colt said. “She is safe.”
“The Plains,” Lenith said.
It had been her, then. The woman that he saw through the mycelium had been
his Mother.
Lenith had tried not to think too much about her, but now he was thrust again
back into the feelings he had wanted to resist for so long.
“I saw her,” Lenith said aloud.
“How?” Jep said.
“The mycelium stretches far. Further than I ever thought.”
Jep stared, amazed, and laughed. “Further than any of us knew, it sounds
like.”
Beside him, the other boat with the older man and woman bumped against
theirs, and the woman’s arms reached out to Lenith.
Lenith had never been held before, and it felt strange to have someone’s body
so close. But he welcomed it, and he put his arms around her, too.
“Boy,” she said. “My daughter’s son.”
“You are my grandmother?” Lenith said.
She let him go and brushed a piece of hair from his soaked face.
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“What is your name?” she said.
“Lenith.”
“Sparrow?” she said. “Your mother will like that.” She took the hand of the
man beside her. “This is my husband, your grandfather.”
The man looked like the kind of man who rarely smiled, his face drawn
downwards. But his lips curved into a less than straight line, and his eyes softened.
Behind them, her voice now rasping, Eruth called out to them.
“Please,” she said. “Please don’t do this!”
She and Tera crouched on the ground while Harth rowed toward them.
The family in their boats watched, but they did not reply.
“We’ll tell Sanifa!” Eruth said. “We’ll have him stop you!”
“Do whatever you want,” Jep said. “The Rumna no longer have any power
over us.”
They turned their boats away from the three on the shore, and they rowed on
through the dark. Lenith did not know where, but, at this moment, he did not mind the
mystery. He was with his family—his family. And Mala was among them—his cousin.
He remembered what Soni had taught him. Family was evil. Family tied one
down. It caused only grief and pain.
Lenith looked around him, and he had never felt more at peace in his life.
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Chapter Twenty-Three
“I am glad you have returned,” Soni told Ona as they walked to the home for
Mothers, the stone building Ona had lived in fifteen years ago. Now, they were passing
the Rumna village, and nothing had changed. Roots took over the dirt paths, men and
women and children labored on houses, laundry, cooking, sweeping, caring for animals,
banging at metal. Men sweated into their long beards. Women in long dresses rolled up
their sleeves, revealing thick, muscular arms.
“I am glad, too,” Ona said, still watching them.
Where were the slaves?
Jep had said that the Rumna had a trick. He said they made her see what they
wanted her to see. Was this only an illusion? If it was, it was a powerful one.
“You saw the Hypha men in the forest,” Soni said. She watched Ona
carefully.
Ona did not lie. “Yes.”
“Then you do not need this any longer.”
She waved a hand at the Rumna in the village. Some of them stood, watching.
The others disappeared. Faded. Ona blinked and swayed, thinking she must have become
light-headed, but they were really gone. But now they were replaced by Hypha men and
women, even some children. The change was so abrupt, it could have been missed. And
now more changes appeared. The road beneath her feet was not rough, but smooth, a
blue-green road of pebbles. The same pebbles that the Rumna gave to the Hypha as
payment. Street pebbles.
The buildings were not dilapidated, but secure and—Ona thought—beautiful.
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The clothes of the Rumna were rich silks in grey and black colors. They were not dirty,
but clean and white.
The Hypha men and women and children watched Ona with confusion. Ona
looked for Elma, but she did not see her.
“How does this make you feel?” Soni said. She stood beside Ona, still
watching her face as she tried to keep it steady.
“Confused,” Ona said.
“You are a Mother,” Soni said. “You know what peace it gives one to know
they are serving Niena.”
“They did not choose this,” Ona said, slow, trying to keep her eyes on Soni in
respect. “Not like myself.”
“Niena chose this,” Soni said. “We must do as she says. Understand, Ona.
This is for the good of all. The good of the world. Without them, we would not be able to
serve Niena. We would be forced to labor and not to serve in the way we were meant to.
Some are here to serve in labor. Others in mind and spirit. It is not our choice.”
Her voice was smooth and careful, and it seemed to be wise. For a moment,
Soni was Ona’s teacher again, assuring her and giving her peace of mind.
Questions pushed against the back of Ona’s throat. She swallowed, but she
could not stop them.
“The fire,” she said. “The one that we believed killed many of the Hypha.”
“Not all of it was illusion,” Soni said. “But some—yes.”
“Why keep all of this a secret?”
Soni walked on, and Ona followed.
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“The Hypha are passionate people. Love and pride make them reckless.
Angry. Disorderly. We are helping them by letting them keep their love and pride without
letting it damage them—or us. Before, we tried to make them like us—free of these
feelings. But they resisted. We had to find a way to give them purpose for their pride
while protecting their love. Otherwise, their passions could destroy everything that Niena
desires for us.”
Ona watched her feet as she walked over pebbles.
“That is wise,” she said.
But was it good?
“I am glad you understand,” Soni said. “Not many Hypha do. I would not
have shared this with you if you had not seen the slaves.” She stopped and faced her, and
for a second time, she placed her bare hand on Ona’s cheek. “I needed to be sure that you
trusted us and Niena.”
“I do,” Ona said.
Outside of the village, the small stone building sat grey and old. The
strangeness of seeing it again sent a small shock through Ona’s body. It was the same
feeling she had when she saw the mountain from the bird’s back. It was the feeling that
no time had passed at all. Her body had aged, but, somehow, time had looped around, and
she stood there now as though she had stood there for fifteen years, waiting. She could
barely imagine the past fifteen years or even the reason she had come back. She stood
beside Soni like she had before, willing. The feelings of loyalty and trust and sacrificial
devotion returned to her as strongly as they had come then. She remembered Soni’s
teachings: the Hypha have an important role in this world. They kept the Rumna alive.
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They helped the Rumna thrive so that the could serve the world with their wisdom. They
gave Niena pleasure as they worked for others.
“Memories are powerful,” Soni said, turning to her.
“Yes,” Ona said.
“When you are ready, we will go to the caves, and I will send someone to
you.”
“Today,” Ona said, again keeping her gaze steady and trying to hide the
trembling in her voice. “If I am right, I am fertile now. I will not be for long.”
“Then I will return in an hour.”
They continued to the house. Inside, a Rumna woman with red hair but brown
skin sat in the entrance, where three doors to three separate rooms divided each wall. It
was Panifar, the same woman who had stayed there before, so long ago. She had been the
one who held Ona’s child for the first time and wrapped him up and took him away. She
always lingered in this room. Ona had always thought it was for protection. But the
woman had watched them carefully—guarded them. Ona would not be able to leave her
room while Panifar stood outside of it.
Soni left Ona with the woman, and she was taken to one of the rooms. It was
the same room. The same hard floor. The same walls. The same window looking out on
the same tree, now taller and darker.
Before Panifar closed the door, Ona stopped her. “Is Lidda here?”
“No. Lidda was not able to have a child. She serves Niena in another way
now.”
Before Ona could ask, Panifar said, “I know you—Ona.”
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“I’ve been here before.”
“I remember.”
She frowned, in a way that Ona had not seen a Rumna frown before, and
when she turned her head, light from the window showed a thin white scar slashed across
her cheek.
“Soni trusts that you have grown, and so do I.”
“Thank you,” Ona said.
Panifar closed the door.
Ona stood facing the door for a long time, then she turned to the rest of the
room. She was eighteen years old again. She wished she had brought the pocket of moss
with her. She did carry some dried foods, but she could not make herself eat it. Instead,
she lay on the mat in the middle of the floor. The smell was the same smell of stone and
dirt and a hint of incense—pine or cedar.
When she closed here eyes, she was back to her last night here. The night she
had tried to escape. She remembered the pain in her abdomen and the anger inside of her.
Panifar had tried to stop her, but Ona had cut her face with an incense stick. She ran into
the night without a plan and only a burning need to see her child. She made it as far as the
Cliff’s entrance before three Rumna had caught her and threw on her on the ground.
While she screamed, they bound her with rope, like an animal.
Now, Ona sat up from her mat and breathed slowly. She thought about
speaking to Niena, but she could not. Niena was the cause of the Hypha’s suffering. She
was the one who chose wisdom over goodness.
She rose and went to the basin of water in the corner and undressed. Her
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hands shook as she grabbed a rag, soaked it, and ran it over her body.
Soni’s words had been wise. Her reasoning was clear, and her devotion to
Niena had outweighed any suffering she caused. Once, Ona might have believed her, and
she would have allowed her words to give her peace about giving up her child. But now
her brother and family and son were in danger because of this Rumna logic, and Ona’s
love for her family was stronger than her own wisdom. If it made her reckless and angry,
it did not matter. Peace was not her goal anymore. Her goal was only to free her people,
no matter what that would cost her.
And what would it cost her?
She would not know until she went to the cave tonight.
She had lied about her cycle, and she did not know if she could get pregnant
tonight. If her plan did not work, she would have to return again and again until she
conceived. She would be forced to stay another nine months as her body swelled with
fya. Then, again, she would have to let that fya go.
Her plan had to work. She had to know the truth.
She had to escape the cave room and search deep into the cave.
She had to find Elma.
A new, clean garment hung on the wall, one made specifically for Mothers
for their time in the cave. As she changed into it, she wondered if it was the same she had
worn many years ago, but that would be impossible. She lay back down, and, rather than
sleeping, she watched tree branches tilt and sway outside the window.
When Soni came for her, neither spoke as Ona rose and followed her outside
of the house. Ona felt that her footsteps fell into the same spots of earth that they had
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fallen in long ago. The mountain air that touched her was the same. The sun, now low
over the White Swamp, was the same. The woman beside her was the same, barely aged.
The path. The trees. The cave a black hole, the impossibly cool breeze escaping it and
raising the hairs on her arms and neck. Soni’s torch, bright and hot against her cheek and
the grey and red walls, the rock floor. The screeches of bats.
Ona’s legs moved on their own. Her mind had already fled, gone through
every motion of escape. But here she was, following, following, just as before.
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Chapter Twenty-Four
The family gathered in a tree house. One by one, they climbed a wooden
ladder onto a platform, then they lifted Jep on a vine.
The house, which belonged to Sun and Joth, Lenith’s grandparents, was one
large room, not divided by anything but the obvious sleeping areas and kitchen.
Amazingly, the nine of them fit in the structure, all able to sit on the floor in a kind of
circle. Several candles illuminated the room and smelled of flowers.
Their journey back had been short, and they had not talked more about what
they would do. For that brief time, Lenith and the others only welcomed a momentary
relief. Even now, the family talked, and, sometimes, someone would laugh—a strange,
subdued laugh, more out of relief than out of humor. Often, Lenith saw that many eyes
were on him and Mala, silently grateful to see them. Mala had leaned into Jep’s side, and
he had put an arm around her and tucked his chin into her hair.
Now, Lenith looked for similarities between Jep and the woman he saw in his
meditation—his mother. It did not take long for him to see the eyes, the way they dipped
slightly. And the lips, a straight line. And now he thought that maybe his own eyes
dipped, and maybe his own lips were straight, but he could not remember. He had only
seen his reflection in distorted ways through water or the rare metals that the Rumna
sometimes had.
Even as he thought this, something warm and good swelled inside of him, and
everything he had been taught battled with these feelings. Do not call her Mother, Soni
would say. That woman carried him into the world, but she was not to be in relationship
with him as a Mother, as his nurturer. He must never go to the White Swamp. He must
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never meet her. He must never let anyone by fya to him, even if he was fya to them. He
must never feel sad or angry or joyful. He must only think. Think wisely. Think clearly.
Think objectively. He had always believed that, when he was Rumna, it would not be so
hard.
But he was not Rumna anymore. The mycelium grew on his skin. He had
seen his Mother. He had felt grief and anger and—had he felt fya? He did not know. He
did not know if he would ever truly be Rumna, or if he would he die like this, here in the
White Swamp where he was not supposed to be, with mycelium on his skin and this place
and these people giving him feelings he had never had before.
After they had eaten and rested, Jep told Mala and Lenith to sleep below.
“Sleep in the moss,” he said. “It will attach itself to you over night, then you
can connect to more mycelium. It’s the only way we’ve found to slow down the disease.”
The red disease had buried itself in his skin, up his arm and to his neck and
chest, so that half of him look burned and bloodied. He had ignored the pain, but with his
mind free, it was almost unbearable. It had eaten away all of the moss and mycelium on
his hand now, going for the mycelium inside of him. It was logical that adding more
mycelium for it to eat away would stave it off.
Sun gave Lenith and Mala lighter clothing so that their skin would be more
exposed. Then Mala and Lenith descended the ladder again, and they lay in beds of moss.
Lenith did not remember the night.
In the morning, Lenith saw Mala’s skin first. She was the same shade of faded
green that surrounded them, the moss crawling up her back and neck, around her arms
and legs, and some on one side of her face. Then Lenith saw his own skin, and felt the
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light sponge on his arms. Already, some mycelium clung there. Before going up to the
treehouse, he and Mala sunk their hands in the dirt to encourage more mycelium to rise
up.
He buried his hand, feeling for those webs. They were not deep. Just below
moss and plants, the mycelium glued the soil together. Its fingers curled up to the moss
on his skin and felt him. It moved like a living thing, with intention, like a blind person
feeling for recognition. He twitched with the impulse to move away, but he stayed. The
white tendrils felt up his arms and linked itself to moss. It moved slow. Looking at Mala,
he saw that hers also grew slowly.
“We have to connect ourselves,” Mala said. “Finally feel everything we have
held back.”
Lenith nodded.
So he did what he believed a Hypha would do, what he had been taught not to
do. He let his thoughts go. He let his feelings reach out. He thought of how, even in
coming here, he had let his feelings have power. He had slipped from his teaching,
rejecting it as a lie. But even then, he had resisted his feelings. He had forced logic and
wisdom onto everything and avoided feelings of fear or dread or, worse, fya. But now he
needed to let these feelings enter him and take over.
He felt everything. His fear for Mala. His fear for his own life. He felt a
small, insistent hope—the kind of hope that makes one reckless. He thought about his
loneliness in his attempts to separate to avoid suffering. He thought about his Mother. He
felt the peace of being with family for the first time. He felt anger at Soni and the Rumna.
He felt confusion about Niena.
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The mycelium still grew unbearably slowly.
“What do we do?” Mala said. “We should ask—”
“Wait,” Lenith said. “Meditation. We should meditate.”
“Meditation is for separation.”
“Yes, separation from oneself. If we are connected only ourselves, we will
never connect to anyone else. We have to separate from ourselves.”
Mala gazed, this idea difficult but gradually becoming clear.
Lenith buried his hand again, but this time he close his eyes and reached out
to the swamp. He felt for all living things. He did not think of himself—he took in
everything.
The mycelium stung as he welcomed it and drew his energy from it and into
it, connecting himself to this filthy, beautiful Swamp. As it connected itself more and
more to his feet, his hands, his ankles, his wrists, he saw more and more of the White
Swamp.
The water’s swarmed with life. Alligators and mink and turtles and frogs and
snakes and fish. He saw them, felt them, felt their hunger, their pain. He climbed up trees
and felt the heartbeats of squirrels and birds and insects. He crossed lands and smelled the
fur of raccoons and beavers. All of it rushed towards him, filling his mind and senses.
Then there were people. Hypha mothers and children and fathers. He felt the
aches and pains in their bodies and hearts, their joy, their sorrow, their anger, their fear.
Emotions he had repelled and resisted now filled him until he wept with all of them,
uncertain which was stronger. He felt the strength of a man climbing a tall tree and
plucking fruits from its branches. He smelled the wet earth, tasted the sweet juice of a
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berry, heard the whistles of women and birds as they lived together in the trees. He saw
the all of the Tree Hypha, if they were touching moss or lichen, and the weight of their
fears and suffering cut him so deep he wanted to cry out. Their grief over people already
lost to the disease. Their grief over those who were dying. Their pain, sharp and horrible.
Their fears. So many of them, and all of their feelings flooding into him.
He let go.
Beside him, Mala had also released herself and leaned forward, panting.
“It hurts,” she said.
“This is what the Rumna wanted to—protect us from.” His voice was cut by
heavy breaths. “Mala—is it good?”
“It is suffering,” she said. “I do not know.”
“I think—it is wise.”
She lifted her head. “Yes. I think so.”
When Mala and Lenith climbed back into the treehouse, breakfast was given
to them in turtle shells. The family sat around the room, knees brushing each other. Now,
in the daylight, Lenith could see the roughness of their skin where moss had died back
and still fell away as the redness grew. As they ate, they did not talk about this, but every
now and then one of them would wince or sigh, trying to ignore the pain.
They were still eating when a strange feeling passed over Lenith’s skin. A
tingling—almost a grabbing—feeling, as though something tugged at him. The others
stopped eating and looked around them. Finally, Sun stood and walked to the platform of
the treehouse, where she placed her hand against a mossy spot on the tree and shut her
eyes.
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They watched her, silent, waiting, no one taking a bite.
When she lowered her hand again, she had reddened in anger.
“They’ve got Sanifa,” she said, coming back in and twitching with fury.
“Least that’s what it looks like. Eruth’s sent the message. Sanifa’s coming to the marsh
with birds to take Hypha up to the mountain for a cure. I don’t believe it. He wants us on
that mountain.”
She took a breath, and Jep said, “He might have a cure.”
“Even if he does,” Sun said, “will they give it to us, or let us die?”
Jep was calm. “Elma told me about a liquid they give the slaves on the
mountain that removes their mycelium completely. This might be a way for us to be
healed.”
“You trust Sanifa?” Colt said, his arm around Willow, who now looked up in
hope.
“We have to risk it,” she said. “Or our baby will die.”
“We can’t,” Colt said. “They’ll make us slaves.”
“They will try,” Jep said.
“I don’t care,” Willow said. “As long as we live.”
“Is there any other way?” Sun said.
“We can die,” Joth said. His voice was surprisingly youthful. “We can stay
here, together, and have peace with this.”
Peace. This was the goal of the Rumna. There was no fighting for life among
the Rumna. Only peace with death. But this peace came from separation. How could
peace come from dying if one was connected so deeply to other people? But, somehow,
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this did not make him afraid.
There were varied reactions from the family. Willow began crying, softly,
into her hands, while Colt rubbed her back and whispered to her. Mala sat with tired eyes
that passed to Lenith as she shook her head. Sun, who sat beside Joth, scowled into her
lap. To her right, Ursa, Lidda’s mother, thought with her fingers pinching the rim of her
nose.
Jep’s eyes flashed back and forth across the floor. “We must fight.”
Heads and eyes raised, and a whimper escaped Willow.
“We might die, or become enslaved ourselves,” Jep said, “But we have to
save the others—the slaves on the mountain. We have to end this. Even if we don’t go,
there are many other Hypha who will. We can’t let them go without a fight.”
Ursa lowered her hand. “I will fight with you, brother. For Lidda.”
“And Elma,” Mala said, her voice weak.
“We promised them,” Lenith said.
Joth lowered his gaze for a moment, then said, “Your mother and I will help
all that we can.”
Sun grasped his arm. “What do we do?”
Again there was silence. What could they do? There were nine of them, and
so many Rumna.
Suddenly, Jep smiled. “They have no power over us,” he said.
“They’ve enslaved us,” Sun said. “With us never knowing—”
“Yes,” Jep said. “Because we didn’t know. Their power only exists because
of our ignorance. They’ve made us slaves by making us believe we’re not slaves. But
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now we do know. That is our power. When everyone in the White Swamp knows the
truth, their power is gone.”
“So we tell everyone,” Colt said.
“With all of us, we have connections to the whole swamp. Colt—to White
Hypha. Mala to Yellow. Ursa to Bush. The rest of us to Tree. We connect to everyone,
and we tell them the truth.”
“No one believed you before,” Ursa said. “They won’t believe you now. They
have to see it with their own eyes.”
“Ursa is right,” Sun said.
“But we have Mala and Lenith now,” Jep said. “We have their eyes. This is
what convinced you all—it may convince the others.”
They all looked at Mala and Lenith, expectant.
“We will help,” Lenith said. “But—what will the Hypha do if they know the
truth?”
“The sick Hypha go to the mountains with Sanifa,” Jep said. “We are either
cured, or we die—but either way, we will do what we can to save the others. The other
Hypha—if they believe us—must continue the fight until they are free.”
The others agreed, but fearfully.
Lenith had already agreed in his mind to go and keep his promise. But Mala
looked at him, fearfully.
“Lenith and I cannot go. The Rumna are already against us—if we go, they
will know that you know the truth from us.”
“Then what do we do?” Lenith said. He could not think of sitting in this tree
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house while everyone else left to fight.
“You must go to the Plains,” Jep said. “To be safe.”
Lenith thought of his Mother on the Plains, and his heart stirred with longing
to go. All at once this temptation—yes, temptation—to be safe and with his Mother filled
him. Like a Hypha, he could give in to his need for comfort and love.
“No,” he said aloud, resisting.
The others looked at him.
The Hypha in him was strong now, his desire spreading like red mycelium.
And now he knew that this was not all bad. He knew that the Hypha had good in them,
and that good was sometimes better than wise. But still his wisdom from the Rumna
fought to tell him that he could not choose his own safety this time.
The suffering of one could be good for the many.
“I want to go to the Plains and escape all of this,” he said to them. “But I
cannot break my promise. I will help.” He looked at Mala. “You should come for the
cure, whatever it is.”
Mala nodded, slow. “I will.”
Jep smiled solemnly at her. “He’s right. Both of us will need to take the
cure—if there is one—as soon as we can. But we’ll not fight, though I want to. We all
know that I’d be a burden more than anything.”
Though Sun insisted her son was not a burden, their was agreement that this
was for the best.
“I will wait until you have gone and take my own bird,” Lenith said.
“Otherwise Sanifa will know me, and he might suspect us.”
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“Good,” Jep said.
“But there is another thing we should consider,” Lenith added. “The Rumna
use mycelium—just as you do. That is why Mala and I can connect to it. This means they
will be afraid of you because of your disease. You will have some power over them.”
“You are wise, Lenith,” Jep said. “We won’t accept the cure unless we are
desperate. Until then, we’ll use the disease as our weapon.”
No one disagreed, though Willow hid her face in her husband’s shoulder and
shook.
Subtly, then more strongly, the tingling and tugging feeling returned to
Lenith’s skin, and the others turned their gazes to the tree.
Again, Sun rose and touched the tree. This time, she returned wringing her
hands and biting her lip. Then she breathed in, slow, and said, with an exhale, “The birds
are close.”
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Chapter Twenty-Five
Soni stopped before a small open room to their left that was almost, Ona
thought, the shape of a womb.
A mat lay on the floor, fresh linens covering it.
“He will come soon,” Soni said.
Ona nodded, still gazing at the mat.
“Ona.” The torchlight pulsed against the Soni’s fair skin.
“I am ready,” Ona choked.
“Ona.” Her eyes narrowed. “I know why you are here.”
A wave of dread gripped Ona’s chest and throat, but she fought to keep her
eyes steady.
“Do you think I do not know about your brother? About the lies he has spread
in the Swamp? About the trouble he has caused?”
Ona stood firm.
“I know what you seek in this cave. You will not find her. You will stay
here.”
Ona could no longer hold back. Her lip trembled, her hands shook, and her
vision blurred.
Soni looked at her, and a new expression formed on her face, the curling up
of disgust.
Ona remembered the snake on the plains, the way it looked at her, curled
back, and fled.
And the large cat, how it had cowered.
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“The Hypha are disgusting to you,” Ona said.
Soni did not answer, but she hid her expression again behind blankness.
“Why do you choose us to be Mothers?”
“You are not meant to know every mystery,” Soni said. “You must trust us.”
Ona stepped closer. “The Nomads feared me. The Rumna do not seem afraid.
Disgusted—but not afraid. You touched me today. Why?”
Soni’s gloved hand closed like an insect into its shell.“We do not need to be
afraid,” Soni said. “Our separation protects us from it.”
The gloves. What were they for?
“What about my son?” Ona said. “He’s connected to it now.”
“Your son? So you know—The boy had too much fya in him. Too much of
you.”
She saw Ona’s eyes on her gloves, and she tried to move back. But Ona
grabbed her hand before she could. Soni ripped her arm away, but Ona grasped onto the
glove, so that Soni’s hand slipped from it.
Ona held the glove, and Soni held her hand back in a tight fist.
“What are you doing?” Soni said. “Give it to me.” Her bare hand remained
curled, and her other hand held her torch.
“Show me,” Ona said. “I already know what I’ll see.”
“You are wrong.”
“Then show me.”
For a moment, Soni did not move, and her breathing was slow and heavy,
then she moved back.
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“You use the mycelium,” Ona said. “The thing your people hate about us the
most—you use it. I should have known how you practiced shared meditation. How else
could it have been done?”
“It is not your purpose to know every mystery.” Soni spoke smoothly and
calmly. “You must trust us. Your people would have nothing without us. Think carefully
about what you are doing, Ona. Think about the consequences.”
Ona did not move.
Soni reached into a fold in her tunic and kept her hand there as she moved
closer to Ona.
A dark shadow moved behind her, and a Rumna man stood there. She could
not see his face.
Ona backed away.
“Do not be afraid,” Soni said. “You will not be a Mother.”
The man stepped in front of Soni. Ona backed into the wall, but he grabbed her
arms and pinned her there. The rock was hard against her back, and the man was so close
now that she trembled with thoughts about what had happened in this cave so many years
ago. But he did not move closer. He only held her there, his breath on her, while Soni set
her torch in a stand against the wall and stepped without hurry to his side. She pulled her
hand out from her tunic.
“Everyone has a master, Ona. Good or bad. The Hypha needs us. Without the
Rumna, there is no order. The Hypha would be lost.”
She held a bottle of amber liquid and brought it to Ona’s mouth.
Ona clamped her mouth shut and turned her head, but Soni used her other hand to
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force her chin toward her. Still, Ona would not open her mouth.
“It will not take long,” Soni said. “You have lost most of it already.”
Soni touched her palm to Ona’s cheek, and her thin lips rose into a slight smile.
This time, Ona felt the mycelium mesh against her skin.
Then Soni and the man and the cave disappeared.
Water surrounded her. Her lips were still pressed shut. Her feet touched algae. But
it was not algae of the White Swamp. She was in a lake.
How had she gotten here?
She flailed her arms and legs, but she could not rise up to the surface, only an
arm’s length above her where light glimmered. She gazed up, holding her breath.
Her throat constricted as she gradually let air out of her nose, and she ached to
open her mouth. She kicked again, and tried to find what held her down, but there was
nothing.
A vine fell from the surface toward her. When it reached her, she grasped it,
and it tugged upward. She fought to keep her mouth shut now, her head pressed from all
sides, her lungs constricting. She held on tightly as the rope lifted higher and higher.
Her head broke the surface.
She gasped.
A cool, strong liquid fell into her mouth.
She stood in a cave, barely lit by a torch. Soni and a man held her down
against a hard rock wall.
The liquid bit her tongue. Soni’s hand pressed against her mouth so that she
could not spit it out. She kicked and squirmed, but she could not move away.
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She swallowed.
The liquid burned her throat. As it rushed down her body, it burned her chest.
Soni took away her hand. “It will be over soon.”
Ona coughed and spluttered, but the liquid was already inside of her, and it
was too late to stop it. She would lose all of her mycelium. She would be like Hern had
said—neither Hypha nor Rumna, but only a body used for the Rumna.
But she would live.
She might become a slave. But she would live. And as long as she lived, she
would fight.
This sent a tingling of energy through her, an energy that ran through her
arms and legs, until she felt she could burst with it.
The liquid burned, but she did not let her mind concentrate on it. She looked
around. With this energy, this life, she could escape them. But their hands still held her
down.
She bent over, gripping her stomach.
The man’s hand fell away.
She crumpled, her knees bent.
Soni’s hand also dropped.
As it did, Ona felt something unexplainable beneath her skin. A tingling, like
the tingling she would feel on her skin’s surface when she communicated in the White
Swamp. It strengthened, and she closed her eyes.
She saw a brilliant white light. The white swarmed in webs of mycelium
underground. They lay in darkness, and yet she could see them, as though a light came
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out of them. But this was not in the White Swamp. It was not in any swamp. It was here.
Close. And it was reaching out to her. It was as though the mycelium sensed that a part of
it was being poisoned, and it wanted to save it.
Ona drew in her energy, that strength of life.
She forced her shoulder into Soni’s left side and pushed her into the man and
away from the cave wall.
Soni barely made a sound, just a small gasp, and her arms reached to keep her
balance. Ona used that moment when Soni’s hands were away to move between Soni and
the cave wall.
As Soni twisted back toward her in a smooth but quick movement, Ona
grabbed the torch from the wall and pointed it towards her tunic.
“Don’t, Ona,” Soni said.
The man rushed towards her.
Ona shoved the fire of the torch against the wall, snuffing it out.
The man tripped in darkness. His hands felt for her ankles, but she kicked his
forehead and jumped back.
All was still. The blackness was deep, without an end.
“We know this cave better than you, Ona,” Soni said. “Where can you run?”
Ona backed away, inch by inch.
She heard no movement from them, but then she felt the air shift around her
bare legs and arms.
Soni’s cold hand touched her arm, and she shivered back, stepping away
several feet with one hand feeling the cave wall.
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She felt that tingling in her skin, still tugging her, guiding her.
Now, air rushed towards her, and both of Soni’s hands grabbed her shoulders,
and the man, still on the floor, gripped one of her legs. She nearly fell back, but Soni did
not let her.
Soni’s hand fell on Ona’s temple and stayed there.
Ona resisted, but the meditation was too strong, and her mind left her.
She stood restrained by rope that wrapped around her from neck to toe, her
arms flat against her sides.
Soni stood before her.
“Why do you fight us?” Soni said. “You need us. Your people need us.”
“No,” Ona said. “You need us.”
Soni walked closer to her, calm. “You are wise, Ona. But you make your
argument too well. Yes. We as humans do have a need for one another. We all have roles.
We protect you. You feed us. We gain wisdom by exercising our minds. You labor with
your bodies. Even the Nomads, who believe they have no part with us, serve a purpose.
They trade with you. They accept the pay we give you as trade, and that gives your pay
worth.”
“It is all an illusion,” Ona said.
“Yes,” Soni said. “That is what we must all accept. Once we accept that, we
are free.”
“I thought Niena was a kind goddess. Generous. Helping you escape
suffering.”
“No, not escape suffering. Go above it. But only some can do this. And for us
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to do this, others must sacrifice.”
Ona waited to respond. She knew this time where she was. She knew that she
was not really tied up, that all of this was in Soni’s mind. But it was also in her mind.
These ropes were not real. This cave was not real. Soni herself, though she
spoke Soni’s thoughts, was not real.
Ona closed her eyes, shutting out the illusions.
The ropes are not real. The cave is not real. Soni is not real.
She was real. Her arms, her fingers, that tingling beneath her skin, the pain in her
stomach.
She was real. Her breath filling her chest and falling from her nose.
She was real. Her feet on the ground. Her weight.
She was in a cave, dark, with Soni and a stranger. He grabbed her ankle. Soni had
her shoulder in one hand, her forehead in the other. Ona was restrained by them.
The ropes fell away from her. She kept her eyes closed.
She felt the man’s hand on her ankle and Soni’s on her shoulders and forehead.
She opened her eyes. It was dark, but the false Soni and her false light were gone.
Soni’s hand was still on her forehead. It did not move. Soni was still under her
meditation.
She must be quick.
She felt the tug of the mycelium and knew where to go.
She used her free foot to kick the man back. He shouted, and Soni’s hand gripped
Ona’s shoulder more tightly, but her other hand dropped. Ona twisted out of her hold
while slapping back her other hand.
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For an instant, Ona felt a powerful tug on her skin where she still had mycelium,
but not from the cave. She felt the pull from Soni. But she was not restrained.
She ran.
Without seeing even an inch in front of her, she ran through the cave, the
mycelium guiding her. She let it tug towards the mycelium in the cave.
She slowed down when she felt the cave narrowing. It led her through narrow
passages and up make-shift stairs and under low tunnels. She listened behind her, but she
never heard Soni or the stranger. She did not wait to hear them or to wonder if they had
followed.
It did not matter if they did, as long as she reached the mycelium first.
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Chapter Twenty-Six
Lenith called for Vivia until she came flapping over the marsh with a snake in
her beak. She landed clumsily and swallowed the snake while Lenith approached her.
Outside of the Swamp, the air was thinner, and he could breathe more easily.
The moss on his skin, wet from the humidity, confused Vivia at first, until he spoke to her
a few times and let her familiarize herself with him. He found her saddle and bridal
where he had left it and prepared Vivia for the journey.
The others had already gone. He had waited below the treehouse, his hand in
soil, and felt as they exited the swamp. Then he rose as well and canoed to the edge.
Jep and the others had already communicated with the other Hypha about
Sanifa and the dangers of going. Most did not believe them, though a dozen or more
responded that they would be wary. Whatever the Hypha felt, it would be too late now for
them to turn back.
They had their plan. Lenith would follow far behind on Vivia and go to the
slaves that he knew were on the mountain. The others would go with Sanifa and, when
they had the opportunity, use their disease as a weapon against the Rumna to escape.
Lenith would show the slaves to the Hypha who did not believe. They had to see the truth
to believe it. Then, together, they would escape to the Plains.
That was all. It was impossible to know more until they arrived. It was a poor
plan, Lenith knew, and that so many Hypha did not believe made the plan even more
risky. But it was their only option, and the only chance they had of being cured. It was a
final act of desperation and hope.
Lenith climbed onto Vivia and grabbed the reins and signaled for her to rise.

258

They soared over forest towards the mountain, and after some time Lenith
saw the cluster of birds in the distance, the size of seeds, and he slowed down.
He followed while the day passed and the afternoon sun dipped over the
mountain. Then the Cliffs lay like a small spot in the distance, and Lenith thought it
strange to see his home so small and so unwelcoming, like a great sore on the
mountainside. The thought suddenly came to him that this was no longer his home, and
that, after today, he might never return. His entire life, he had followed this path. Now,
the path cracked and fell in like a mudslide. He would have to find a new path. New
truth. New beliefs. New places. A new way to live his life every day. A life that was not
so lonely.
But now, he had something else to pursue, and as he flew, his anger for the
Rumna grew, and his body shook with the urge to fight. Every lie and abuse of power
would be brought down today. The Hypha could finally be free.
He watched as Sanifa led the seed-sized Hypha to the forest near the Cliffs.
There, they disappeared in the trees.
Lenith leaned forward so that Vivia tucked in her wings and gained speed.
Wind hit him hard, pushing against the moss on his skin.
The forest grew, and the green cover became individual trees. He found the
small clearing near the cave where he had found Lidda and Vilo and the others, and he
dipped Vivia into it.
Vivia trampled to a stop. To their right and up the hill, the cavern in the rock
opened its dark, turtle-shaped mouth. Lenith climbed up, silent, and looked in.
A man lifted his gaze from a boot strap that he manipulated. “Lenith? Is that
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you behind all that moss?”
“Vilo. I’m here to keep my promise.”
Lidda rose from the cave floor and looked at him. Several others sat in the
cave with Vilo. The woman with the baby held onto it and shushed it as it squirmed. But
no one moved. They only looked between Vilo and Lenith, waiting.
Vilo frowned. “They’ll kill us. We have no power.”
“Today, you do. The Hypha have come to be cured by Sanifa,” Lenith said.
“Some of them already know it’s a trick. The others—they need to be convinced. When
they see you, they will know.”
Vilo stood, dropping his things, and looked at his people. They were thin,
tired, and dirty. But their eyes burned. “Get up,” he said. “We’re free today.”
“They’ll kill us,” the woman with her baby said. “They have—power.” She
held her baby close.
This need to live was what Soni had warned him about. Life was more
important than their freedom. And for the first time, Lenith understood this. Was freedom
worth dying for?
For oneself, maybe not. But for others?
“They might,” he said aloud. “They might kill some of us. But the rest will be
free—forever.”
“I’ll kill them,” Lidda said, fists clenched.”
“No,” Lenith said, again remembering his teaching. Killing was not wise.
No—Soni had tried to kill Mala. She had possibly killed Elma.
But Lenith was not following Soni now. He was following both wisdom and
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goodness.
“We are fighting for freedom today,” Lenith said. “Not revenge or hate.
Those will only cause more anger and hurt. If we fight, then let us fight to live.”
Lidda’s fists did not unclench, but she nodded.
“We’ll take you to our village and gather the rest,” Vilo said. “There are forty
or so there and more in the Rumna village.”
The people lowered their work, rose, and stepped out of the shadow of the
cave.
***
A large group of Hypha, perhaps seventy, and tall birds—owls, herons,
hawks, and eagles—waited by the Cliffs in a cluster. Every Hypha had the disease here,
and their moss pealed away as the redness consumed it. Some could not stand on their
own, and leaned into others or lay on the ground.
Lenith and over fifty slaves watched from behind thick trees and brush that
scratched their skin. Lenith searched only a moment before he found his family, but none
of them, except for Jep and Mala, stood together. They were dispersed in the group. They
must have planned it this way. He saw Willow lean into to another Hypha and touch her
hand. Colt put his arm around a man’s shoulders. All of them did this—trying a final time
to share the truth.
Sanifa was not with them. He had left them.
“Now,” Lenith said.
He stood, and the others followed him as he walked toward the group. Their
backs turned, the Hypha did not see them until Lenith called out.
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“Hypha!”
The people, startled, looked.
What they saw was a group of brown-skinned people in ragged silk clothing.
People without moss or mycelium. People with black hair that curled or bunched, or was
tied back in braids.
“Vilo?” A woman’s voice rose up from the crowd. A dark, red face moved
forward, zigzagging through until she stood outside of them.
“Merta?” Vilo said. He ran to her, and his arms fell around her.
Lidda also broke from the crowd and ran to Ursa, plunging into her.
Another name was called, and another, and the two groups merged as wives
and husbands, fathers and daughters, mothers and sons, and siblings were joined again
with weeping.
Then, slowly, first one person, then another and another, the crowd looked
towards Jep, who sat on the ground beside Mala.
“He was right,” Merta said, clasping Vilo’s hand.
“Yes,” Mala said.
“Take each other’s hands,” Jep said. “Don’t speak.”
They did. Lenith grasped the hands of two strangers, both horribly diseased
but standing tall now.
Through the mycelium, everyone was united now in their plan.
They would use the disease as a weapon before taking the cure. Escape with
as many people as they could.
Then a new thought arose, from one of the Hypha slaves.
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The cure was real.
They had used it on them when they became slaves to remove their
mycelium. And they had used it on a Hypha woman who had been connected to the
disease in the cave.
Relief washed over them—and then fear. This mycelium that connected them
to one another now would have to be removed if they were to live. They would no longer
be Hypha.
Again the heat of their pain stung Lenith inside and out. But with the pain,
there was also anger. And there was hope. In some, there was even joy, because the
people they believed had died were now alive. The balance of emotion was like a soft
weight. Not a burden, but like a blanket that holds one down, secure.
When Sanifa returned, their hands were released.
Several other Rumna were with him, and all carried glass bottles of a clear
liquid.
“The cure,” Sanifa said. “Developed by the Rumna for you.”
The Hypha stood still.
“Come,” Sanifa said. He lifted a bottle and uncapped it. “It will not be
comfortable. We have provided rooms for you to stay in while you recover.”
He looked up, but no one had moved.
It was Colt who stepped forward. “Whoever needs it most should take it
now.”
Several moved to the front, including Jep and Mala. They accepted a
mouthful of liquid, then stepped to the side. In only a few seconds, each of them bent
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over, their faces pale, and cried out. It was in this moment that Sanifa looked out into the
crowd, over twice its original size, and frowned.
“Why are they here?”
The Hypha did not hesitate then. They did not hide their anger or intent. They
rushed at Sanifa and the Rumna beside them before they could react. Hypha men and
women with the disease on their skin swept over the Rumna, screaming, howling, and
pressing themselves into them. Some grabbed at the liquid and stuffed it in pouches at
their sides.
Lenith rushed to the side of the crowd so that he could move through, closer
to Mala and Jep. But as he did, his mycelium tugged against him. At first, it felt like a
signal, but then it tugged harder, tighter. It constricted him so that he could not move.
Everyone around him stopped rushing forward. They twisted and curled into
themselves and fell over. Lenith tried to balance on his legs, but they, too, clenched until
he hit the ground. He pushed all of his energy into his muscles, but they were stuck, tied
down by the mycelium.
How? He could not move his neck to see anyone but the Hypha as they fell
and lay helpless, like mushrooms plucked up and laid too dry.
A bare foot settled in front of him, the white ankle barely curtained by loose
silk. Then another foot. Both twisted to face him.
“My wise student,” said a clear voice, almost like an echo.
“Soni,” Lenith said.
“What is this on your skin?” She poked at him with her foot.
He could not look up. “How are you doing this?”
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“It is the one thing I have not taught you, Lenith. And now I am glad I
refrained. When I took you to the cave, I knew you were not ready. But the others were.”
Behind her, he saw four more silk-covered legs—Feyor and Tor. Then more.
Other young Rumna. Though he could not see behind him, there were other voices now.
Other Rumna.
Somehow, they were controlling the Hypha through the mycelium. But how?
How many could they control? Where was this power coming from that even the Hypha
did not have?
In the cave, Soni had shown them how to connect to the mycelium. He had
touched it and let it take his mind far away—for meditation. But he should have known
that this was not the only power of the Rumna. What had they always said? Their power
came from Niena. That was what Berro, on Bar-Niena, had told him. There is another
power you do not know. The power of Niena—And what else? He had said, You always
knew. Didn’t he? Didn’t he always sense that the Rumna had more power than they ever
showed?
But why not use this power to enslave the Hypha before? Why did they make
everything a secret?
“Why?” was all Lenith could say.
“Why?” Soni repeated. “That is not a question.”
“Why did you never use this power?”
Soni pushed at him with her foot until he was forced to look up at her. He
winced in the glare of sunlight that whitened her hair but put her face in shadow.
“You will not understand,” she said. “Power like this is nothing. But power
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over the mind—that is everything.”
Power over the mind. Lenith closed his eyes.
“Keep them open,” Soni said. Asking Tor to help her, she and the young
Rumna forced Lenith upright. He was on his knees, his ankle twisted beneath him, facing
the crumpled Hypha. To his left, Mala and Jep and the others who had been dying were
now on the ground as well, but for another reason. The red mycelium fell off as though
singed, but the Hypha writhed from the pain of it.
“Watch,” Soni said, “and tell me if you want to be a slave or Rumna.”
“It is not about want,” Lenith said, repeating Soli’s words from long ago. “It
is about wisdom.”
“Ah, wise words,” said Soni. “Then you can tell me what your wisdom has
decided.”
She left him, Tor and Feyor and the others following.
Lenith sat, frozen, but burning with anger. He tried to move, but the
constriction was too strong.
But then he saw something, small and round, a few feet from him in the grass,
like an upside-down bowl. The honey-yellow color made it impossible to confuse. As he
looked at it, he saw another in his peripheral, then another. The mushrooms arched
around him, and, if he could turn, he expected he might see more behind him, circling
him. As he watched, the mushrooms grew.
If the mushroom was here, in this bed of grass, then it must be in the soil
beneath him.
None of his skin touched the soil, though his feet and lower legs lay in grass.
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To connect, he would have to dig his feet in somehow.
But he didn’t have to. The grass rose, and there was a subtle snapping sound,
as if a mole were beneath it biting roots and pushing it up with its head. But there was no
mole tunnel. The grass rose on its own, until there was a pop, and soil spat out, and white
tendrils curled from soil onto his skin.
The mycelium gripped the moss on his foot and ankle, and the mycelium
already attached to him reached out to it and connected.
***
A dark room of rock. The sound of water—and then the form of that water,
trickling down the rock into a basin.
A woman with long red hair.
Unlike the dream, she was not pregnant. But she was also not as she had
appeared when he had visited her.
Her skin was coated in a light-colored moss, like sea foam. Behind her, that
moss was connected to a great wall of moss of all different shades and textures. The
backs of her arms were pressed against it.
She watched him, and, this time, he saw the curve of her lips, no longer in
shadow. She smiled.
Lenith felt his own weight here, as though he stood and watched. This was
not just mycelium connection—it was shared meditation through mycelium.
He bowed. “Goddess—” His voice trembled. His doubts, growing each day
like waves beating against hard rock until it smoothed, rose up in him now.
But here was Niena, reaching out to him. He had no doubt that this was
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Niena.
But—who was Niena?
“Stand up. And don’t finish what you were about to say.” Her voice was
different than it had been before. Not smooth and deep, but light, almost youthful.
Lenith straightened.
“I’ve waited for you, Lenith.”
“For me?”
“You don’t believe what the Rumna say about me, do you?”
She watched him closely, and his head felt light.
“I—I don’t know. I always believed that you were wise. But now—If what
the Rumna say is true, then you are wise, but you are not—”
“Good?”
He nodded.
She laughed. “That’s why I like you. You’re like your Mother. That’s how I
knew you’d be good. She was so attached to you. It made a difference. Have you noticed
things are more difficult for you than the other young Rumna?”
“Yes. Always.”
“You’ve always been more Hypha than Rumna. Now—what would you say
you are?” She tilted her head, waiting.
“I—don’t know.”
“Hm. And what would you say I am?”
He struggled to answer, and she laughed.
“Don’t make your head hurt.”
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“The dream I had—” Lenith said. “I mean to say, I had a dream about you.”
“Yes, I know.”
“Was that you?”
She smiled. “Of course. I gave you that dream through mycelium. And, tell
me, has it helped?”
“Helped with what?”
“With you doubt?”
Lenith’s head did ache now, but he said, “Whenever I doubted that you
were—real—I remembered the dream. You were not—the same in the dream. It made me
think—you might be different from what they say. But—why were your pregnant?”
“A Mother? Because that is what I am.”
“But the Rumna—”
“Don’t have Mothers? Yes. They don’t like it when I say that. Yet—they’ve
made me their Mother, haven’t they? But, like the Hypha women, it was not by choice.
Lenith, look at me feet.”
She lowered her gaze as she said it, and raised a foot. A chain held it in place.
“And my throat.”
She lifted her chin. A bar circled her neck.
“You are—a slave?” Lenith said. He moved forward.
“You can’t help me,” she said. “You’re not really here.”
“But why? Why would they do this?”
“Why do they do anything?”
Lenith’s fingers dug into his palm. “Power.”
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She smiled. “You’re understanding.”
“Your voice—You are not the one who spoke to me before.”
“There’s more than my voice! Have you seen my skin?”
“But—who was it before?”
“Oh, it was me. But not me. They use their illusions to hide who I really am.”
“Illusions?”
“You haven’t learned this yet. Soni didn’t teach you everything.”
Lenith shook his head. “So why you?”
“That’s a fair question. I’m more powerful than I look.”
“So, you are a Goddess?”
She crossed her legs, the chains clinking. “I prefer Mother.”
“Then you are?”
“Not in the way you think. The Rumna only dressed me up. Stole my voice.
Enslaved me for their purposes. They didn’t want me as I was, so they made me what
they wanted.” She paused and uncrossed her legs again. “You are in a hurry, though.”
Lenith did not want to leave, but he said, “Everyone is in danger.”
“Yes. That’s why I brought you here. Soni didn’t teach you everything, did
she? She uses the mycelium for power in a way you never knew.”
“She’s trapped us.”
“She’s trapped the mycelium,” she corrected.
“And the illusions that you spoke of—”
“Yes, those too. See, this is why the Rumna liked me. I am a caretaker, you
might say. The mycelium, at least in this area of the world, is powerful because I have
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made it powerful. But I have regretted it. The Rumna draw their power from me when
they connect to me with the mycelium. They can control it the way I can control it,
without even touching it. They can create illusions by sending false messages into
people’s heads. They use this for evil. But, Lenith, they are not the only ones who have
this power. And not all power is bad.”
“So, I can do this, too?”
“You can. But you can never defeat them on your own. Not if you have only
the same power.”
“What can I do?”
“The Rumna are afraid of connecting too deeply. Because of this, they only
connect to one type of mycelium. They can only control that type. Just a moment ago,
you saw Soni and the others control you and the Hypha. They need each other to do this,
because they are each connected to a different kind.”
“So—if I connect to all of them—?”
She nodded, grinning. “You’ll have more power. And I can give you more
power.”
Lenith finally smiled back at her.
“It won’t be easy,” she said. “That much connection can be—painful. And
distracting. You will need to stay focused.”
“How can I connect to so many?”
“That is another reason why it won’t be easy. But I have an idea. In just a few
moments, I will be releasing you. But when I have, you must reach out to the mycelium.
Then, you will find your Mother.”
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“My Mother?”
“Yes. She is on Bar-Rum. And, if all goes well, she will be able to help you.”
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
Ona knew she was close when the mycelium burned in her skin like fire, and
a faint light filtered the darkness ahead.
She was no longer deep in the cave where the cave walls were all rock. She saw
roots and soil and worms. The scent curled up in her nose, and it smelled somewhat like
home.
As she moved towards the grey light, something brushed across her arm,
something soft. Her neck chilled, but she turned.
“Ona?”
The voice rasped through cracked lips, which twitched into a small smile.
“Elma.”
Red hypha that crept from the wall webbed across Elma’s skin like veins. Her
face, neck, and bare arms and legs were red.
“She did it?” Elma said. “Mala? She went to the White Swamp?”
“Yes. She and Jep—they both knew you were here.”
“I sent her to Jep. But—Ona—the disease—”
“I know. That’s why I’m here. For the liquid.”
“Are they alive?”
“Yes.”
Elma nodded, weakly. “Good. But—Sanifa is coming for them. Lidda—they
brought her here to connect to the mycelium to watch, like I watched before. They said
all of them are sick now, but Sanifa is bringing them here to be cured. They’ll be
enslaved. It’s what the Rumna wanted when they made me—” She stopped, and for a
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moment her jaw trembled. “They made me send the disease.”
“Soni wanted to stop Jep’s rebellion,” Ona said.
“Yes. Because I had told Jep the truth—It’s because of me—When Soni found out
about the rebellion, she knew she had to bring him and everyone here. If the Rumna
killed them in the swamp, it would be too obvious that Jep was telling the truth. They
want to maintain their power the way it has always been—a secret. I think they believe
they are doing well as long as no one knows what they do in the dark.” Her eyes flashed.
“She used me to connect the red disease to the White Swamp. She knew—because of
me—just where to put it so that the right people were overtaken. So that Jep—” Her
mouth tightened, and she shook her head as tears finally broke from her eyes. “The
parasite will not kill them immediately. It wants them alive long enough to take them
over. But it will take them, as it has taken me.”
“What do you mean?”
“It begins as pain and only pain. But then it spreads deeper. It is so deep, Ona.
And it is my fault—”
“No,” Ona said. “Soni. The Rumna. They are to blame.”
Elma hung her head to one side, not looking at Ona.
“How are you alive?” Ona said.
She could barely see in the faint light, but the mycelium that wrapped around
Elma’s limbs was dark, and it had eaten almost all of the moss on her skin. Now, when
Elma looked at her, Ona saw that her eyes were weak and red, her lips cracked, and her
face pale.
“They take me away sometimes, to moss, to recover. But it only helps for so long.

274

Ona—it is so deep. But—there is another cure that I didn’t know about when I sent Mala
to the White Swamp.” Her eyes shifted to the side, where more mycelium clung to soil.
“The mycelium. All of it. From every corner of the Swamp. Only that is strong enough to
fight the disease. I know because of Lidda. When she was connected, she saw a mink,
coated in the disease, wander into different areas of the swamp, and it connected to all of
it—it’s disease fell away.”
After she said this, her neck stretched, and her arms and legs constricted. She
winced and breathed quickly, then she relaxed again.
“Do the Rumna know?”
“No. They are still afraid of it. By now you probably know about their secret—
that they have mycelium, too. They don’t want to lose it, either.”
“When you were connected to the mycelium, why couldn’t you speak to us?”
“If I spoke with the red disease on me, it would only spread further.”
Ona gripped her stomach as a sting of pain shot through her. She had ignored it as
she searched the cave, but now it burned, and she fought the desire to curl up on the
ground.
Elma watched her. “You have taken it,” she said.
“They forced me to,” Ona said. “Elma, they will come after me soon.”
“We must hurry then, before they force anyone else. Go to the mycelium. If
you still have some in you, you can tell them what to do.”
Ona moved to the wall of mycelium, but then she looked back. Elma’s red
eyes blinked back tears.
“If you connected to it, it would save you?” Ona said.
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“Yes,” Elma said. “But—You must speak with them. I can’t. Hurry. Tell
them not to go with Sanifa.”
Ona looked at the red growth that gripped Elma like rope to the wall.
She reached out her hand.
“Don’t,” Elma said. “There’s no time. I have no moss, Ona. It’s too late.
Please.”
Ona lowered her hands. “Elma—”
“Please. Help Jep and Mala. Tell them—I love them. Tell them—fya.”
Ona nodded stiffly and tore herself away.
The wall beside Elma was free of the disease, a barrier of rock blocking it
from the white mycelium.
She still had some moss and mycelium on her skin—on the back of her arms
and legs, some on her back. She pressed herself against the soil as closely as she could,
beards of moss hanging over her.
She would have to connect to everyone in the swamp—every mushroom
mycelium on the wall.
She closed her eyes and let herself sink into it.
She let her mind go only into the mycelium, pressing into it, following it. She
followed one strand to the Yellow Hypha. She followed another to the Bush Hypha.
Another, she followed to the White Hypha.
But she did not see the sick Hypha. They were already gone.
She opened her eyes. “Sanfia has taken them already.”
“No!” Elma cried, then hung her head low, her eyes red and wet.
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Ona instantly felt a great burning in her body, sharper and broader than she
had felt it before.
“Elma—What do I do?”
But while Elma drew in her lips in anxious thought, a thread of mycelium pulsed
against Ona’s arm. She closed her eyes, reaching for it.
Then he was there—her son. She was looking into his face, and then looking out
of it, through his eyes. She saw the crowd of Hypha around him, lying as if frozen on the
ground.
She saw Soni. She had left the cave.
But why were the Hypha lying on the ground?
He showed her a memory. She saw the Hypha constricting and falling to the
ground. She saw Soni and two young Rumna.
All of this was coming fast, images changing before she could blink.
He showed her another place—a stone building where a woman who looked like a
Hypha sat with long red hair.
He showed her a cave. It was the same cave where Ona was now, and Soni was
there, pressing her hand to mycelium.
Finally, he stopped. After a moment, Ona showed him where she was, surrounded
my mycelium.
She felt Lenith’s excitement rise, his heartbeat pulsing.
He showed her something that had not happened yet.
He was covered in mycelium from head to toe, standing before Soni.
Why? What did he mean?
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He must have felt her confusion, because he showed her the wall again, covered
in all of the mycelium.
Yes. She understood.
Before she let him go, she thought one more thing. She showed him the wall of
mycelium, and she imagined someone with the disease against it. She imagined the
disease and the mycelium battling across the person’s body, until the mycelium won.
Then she showed him the swamp, and all of the mycelium there.
When she sensed that he understood, they let go.
Ona pulled away from the wall.
Her body burned, and she crouched and seethed.
Elma had closed her eyes, but now she opened them, barely, her lids low.
Ona’s skin tingled, and not in the way that they had burned before. She
looked back at the wall.
Mycelium crawled up from the soil like white worms and gripped onto her.
She almost tore away from fear, but something, strangely, felt right about this. She closed
her eyes.
“Ona.”
It was the Hypha woman from Lenith’s message—the woman in the chair,
her back to a wall of moss.
“Who are you?”
“I am Niena.” The woman smiled childishly. “I just talked to your son.”
“Niena?” Ona looked at the woman. Her red hair was the only thing that
might suggest she was Niena at all.
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“I’m not what you expected?” She kicked her feet together. “I know.”
Ona wanted to ask questions, but she could only think about Lenith.
“Lenith wants me to help him attach to all of the mycelium. It will give him
power.”
“I know. You will need to get to him without being seen. I’m here to help
you. ”
“How?”
“You don’t have to be afraid of me.” She laughed. “Do you remember when
Soni showed you the village as it really was?”
Ona nodded. Soni had cast some kind of illusion over it.
“She used mycelium to do this. You can, too.”
“I can make things—appear?”
“Or disappear.”
Now Ona smiled, but then she frowned. “Soni was touching me when she did
that. How can I change what they see without touching all of them?”
“With my help,” Niena said. “Trust me. It’s all about the mind. The mycelium
is connected to your mind—for a little while longer. And it is connected to theirs. So. All
you have to do is use your mind to send a false message. Now—it takes a lot of
concentration to send a false message to only a few people rather than everyone. This
means you’ll be invisible to everyone. Once you are in a safe place by Lenith, you should
make yourself seen again. The rest is up to him. He has been trained for things like this,
though he never knew it.”
“How do I send a false message?”
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“The same way you send a true one. Or a memory. Or something imagined
about the future.”
“But it’s not through mycelium—it’s actually me who’s going to be walking
in front of everyone.”
“That’s why you have me. I control the mycelium. Which means I can
connect yours to theirs. Trust me, Ona. I see you’re afraid.”
Ona hesitated. “I don’t want to fail.”
“Hm. Failure isn’t the worst thing. You’re talking to someone who has been
chained up for hundreds of years.” She kicked her foot, and a chain rattled around her
ankle.
“I’ve failed before.”
“Ona—You didn’t fail because you loved your son.”
“No. I failed because I didn’t love him enough. I didn’t take him with me. I
didn’t—” She choked on her words.
“This wasn’t your fault,” Niena said, her voice deepening with sincerity.
“Ona—Sometimes we fail because of our teachers. And theirs’ is the worser failure.”
Ona thought about this, and swallowed hard.
Again the poison stung her from inside, and she gasped, holding on to her
stomach.
“Go, Ona. Don’t worry about failure. The only failure is not fighting at all.”
Ona’s vision darkened, and Niena and the moss on the wall were dappled in
grey spots until they were completely gone, and she was back in the cave with Elma.
Elma’s eyes rose, slowly, to Ona’s.
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“Everything will be alright,” Ona said. “I promise.” She rose, fighting a
convulsion in her body. “I’m going to help. My son is here. They’re all here. We’ll come
for you.”
“Good,” Elma said with a smile. “Go. There are torches on the wall.”
Ona moved around, feeling in the grey darkness, until she found torches
against the wall, and lighters beside them. She lit one, and the mycelium and moss were
now illuminated in the yellow glow.
“We’ll come for you,” she said again.
Elma smiled weakly, her head hung low.
As Ona left, she walked as quickly as she could, but the pain slowed her
steps. She wanted to drop to the floor and crawl, but she breathed, and she moved one
foot at a time, and she held her torch ahead of her, until the darkness thinned and the cave
cracked open into the fading light.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
Ona crouched behind a tree, facing the group of Hypha. They were no longer
on the ground, as Lenith had showed her. Lenith and the others moved forward ,
strangely, unnaturally, in a line. In front of them, Soni, Sanifa, the two young Rumna that
Lenith had shown her, and several other Rumna forced bottles of amber liquid to the
Hypha’s throats. Those who had already taken the liquid were bundled into a group and
guarded by Rumna.
Ona looked for Jep and the girl, Mala, but she did not see them.
She saw her mother and father. And Ursa and Lidda. Colt and Willow. They
trudged through the line.
Her body convulsed again and cramped and stung from inside, and she bit her
sleeve to stay silent. Already her skin stung where the mycelium was dying.
She pushed herself up until she stood on her feet and leaned against a tree.
Then she did what Niena had said. She focused. She imagined the space around her as
empty. She imagined she could see through her own arms, legs, feet.
At first, she thought she was blacking out. She gazed at her arm, and her
vision seemed to blur and fade. But then, slowly, the ground appeared in the place of her
arm.
She smiled, wanting to laugh. She imagined that, somewhere, Niena did
laugh. She had done it, and it had been easy.
She looked at her other arm and thought the same thing, watching it as it
spotted out of existence. Then she imagined that she herself was gone. She meditated, in
a way, on her own absence, focusing not on herself but on her surroundings. The trees,
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the grass, the brush, the moss.
The poison bit her inside in several places, and she gasped.
Her arms were back. She had lost concentration.
No—she couldn’t let that happen while she walked. She needed more time.
But she had no time. Her body stung now more than ever, and soon the moss
and mycelium would fall away. She had to go now.
Concentrating again and forcing her mind away from her pain, she imagined
herself out of existence.
She moved forward, not focusing on those movements or the feeling of the
ground under her feet or the stinging beneath her skin. She swallowed the world around
her with wide eyes, taking in the long grass that rippled with each brush of wind.
Step by step. She did not fight the pain. She thought herself away from it. Her
body could not hurt because her body was gone.
Somehow, she knew she was not doing this on her own. She imagined this
took years of practice. She had a helper, keeping her focused and reaching out to the
Rumna to send them the false message that Ona had imagined.
She neared the back of the group. Now, she was almost in a position where
she could hide behind the bodies of the other Hypha, who continued to moved forward
with hunched backs. But Lenith was still several feet away.
She moved toward him until she could see the blue in his eyes.
Then she dropped the illusion.
His eyes fell on her, and his mouth wrinkled into a smile.
She ducked low, and mouthed, “Fya” to him.
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“Fya,” he mouthed back.
She took his hand.
Niena had not told her how to do this part, but she felt that she already knew.
For years, she had watched her sisters and brothers take of gloves and hold
each other’s hands and connect to one another, sharing the mycelium. Sometimes, if a
person lost their mycelium as a Mother, this was how they regained it.
“Fya” she said again, tightening her grip.
“Fya,” he said.
“I love you.”
They reached out to each other. She felt his affection for her, and he felt hers.
They felt each others pains as well as hopes. At the same time, as Ona sent him the
mycelium of other kinds, she had to share what they connected to.
The pain and grief of Hypha. The fear. But also the resistance. The pride. The
anger. The hope that still held on, like a final red hot coal amidst black ash.
She passed everything to him, and watched as the mycelium pushed away
from her onto him, ready for a new host. As it did, the stinging in her body subsided. The
more mycelium that passed on to Lenith, the less the poison had to fight.
When she withdrew her hand again, Lenith’s moss was white with the
thickness of the mycelium, which had stretched and grown even more than it had already
been on Ona. Her own moss was nearly clear of it, only a few threads remaining.
Lenith closed his fist and opened it again. He moved his head to look at her.
He straightened his back, then crouched again.
“Stay behind me,” he whispered.
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***
Lenith moved slowly with the others for a moment, keeping his shoulders
hunched and his body tense like theirs, but as he did, he reached out to Niena. When he
knew he had her power, he reached out to the Rumna who led them. With Niena’s power,
he was able to connect to them without any mycelium in between them. He had them,
secretly, for a few seconds, and then, in his mind, he tightened a grip, constricting their
mycelium.
Screams erupted at the front of the line. The Rumna dropped the bottles and
curled in on themselves like centipedes. Soni was the only one who did not scream. As
her body twisted, she looked out into the crowd, and her eyes fixed on him.
Without their concentration, the Rumna had no control of the Hypha. They
wrenched back into normal standing positions. Those in the front grabbed bottles of
liquid from the ground. Others pounded fists into Rumna faces. Others ran.
“Stop!” Lenith said, stepping out of the crowd to be seen.
“Lenith,” Ona said. “What now?”
Lenith turned to the rest of them. But he realized that, for that instant, his
concentration had been gone, and the Rumna had stood and already constricted some of
the Hypha. He forced them down again.
He looked at Ona, who nodded.
She faced the Hypha and waved her hand towards the forest. She ran back
where she had come from. As others followed, Lenith stayed still, watching the Rumna
and holding them down. Several Rumna gazes poured hatred onto him—hatred he had
never seen in a Rumna, who was supposed to be separated from such emotions.
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Some, though, remained calm. Soni and Sanifa watched him without
expression.
The Hypha continued past him. A strong man, tall for a Hypha, picked up Jep
and carried him across the field. Mala ran with them for a moment, passing out of
Lenith’s vision, but then she was by his side again. Pain still gripped her, but she stood
strong. The red disease was mostly gone, but some still grew on her arms and face.
“How are you doing this?” she said.
Lenith could not respond, so she took his hand. When she did, she fell to the
ground on her knees. Lenith lost his concentration for a moment as he looked to see if
she was alight. She sat with her head down, her eyes closed, as if meditating.
“Niena?” she said.
Before Lenith could look back at Soni, she had reached out to him. He felt
her, and he felt how she tugged on his mycelium. But she could only control one kind,
and the others fought it.
She threw her hands back down, but now she moved forward.
Then she was gone, blotted out like ink. Lenith watched for any movement,
but she was completely hidden.
A cold hand gripped both sides of his skull, and Soni appeared before him,
her expression still serene, but now with some curiosity.
“What is this?” she said, and Lenith felt her pulling on the mycelium with her
mind. He fought it back.
Behind her, the Rumna ran passed them towards the forest line.
“You are not thinking about what is best for everyone,” Soni said. “What is
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best for the world. You are disobeying Niena.”
“No,” Lenith said. “I am obeying the true Niena. Not the one you enslaved.”
Soni smiled, as though she was charmed by what he had said.
“Please,” she said. “Come back with us. You were to be a powerful Rumna.
Think about what you are doing.”
“I will never go with you,” Lenith said.
“You will live like that? Feeling the pain of everyone? I feel it. The
connection is too strong. I—”
“You feel their suffering. The suffering you caused. How can you let this go
on?”
“Suffering for one is hope for another,” Soni said.
“You are right,” Lenith said.
“You would kill me?” Soni said, her eyes dropping to his hands.
“No,” Lenith said. “Niena would not want me to.”
Her gaze watched behind him. “You think you have more power than all of
us?”
Lenith’s mycelium tightened as it had before. He tried to fight it, but still his
body crouched, until he was on the ground beside Mala, who still sat with her head down.
From behind him, three Rumna, including Sanifa, stepped forward, their
hands stretched to him.
“We have all four mycelium among us,” Soni said. “We will hold you here
until it is over—until the Rumna have forced your friends to lose their own power.”
Lenith could not lift his head to look at her. Beside him, Mala finally opened
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her eyes, her hand still gripping his.
Lenith could only sense in his peripheral that Mala stood.
“You lied to us!” she screeched.
Soni’s feet backed away. “Stay down, girl.”
“You can’t control me,” Mala said. “I’m not Hypha. I’m not Rumna. I’m
what you’ve made me.”
“You were an experiment,” Sanifa said. “And you failed.”
But then Sanifa’s feet also moved away. “Get back!”
There was a thumping as the feet behind him also jumped back.
It only took one of them losing their concentration for Lenith’s mycelium to
ease a little. Then two lost their concentration as Mala whirled from one to the other,
using her disease as a weapon.
Lenith’s limbs relaxed. Niena, he thought, give me your power.
He gripped all of them with his mind. They fell onto the ground, screaming.
Soni fell hard onto her side.
Lenith stood over them. Beside him, Mala panted, her eyes red and wet.
“Run,” Lenith told her.
“No,” she said. “I’m not leaving until the Hypha are safe. After what we did
to them—”
“It was not you,” Lenith said.
“It doesn’t matter if we knew it or not. We still did it.”
Sanifa watched them. “Let us go, Lenith.”
“Why should I let you go?”
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“You will suffer,” he said.
“You will never have peace,” Soni said.
“Do you want to know what suffering you have caused?” Lenith said.
He did not wait. He knew this is what Niena would have him do. He closed his
eyes and, while he kept his hold on the Rumna, he also guided his mind towards the
Hypha who shared the connection of mycelium. All of them.
A Hypha dropped to the ground in the forest, a Rumna pulling metal from his
chest. Lenith felt the pain in his own chest, nearly jolting him from the connection. But
he held on, knowing the Rumna also felt this now.

Another Hypha fell, screaming.

They ran through the forest, hearts racing, the grief of loss burning them, the agony of the
red disease tearing through their bodies. But they ran. Those with the red disease stayed
in the back, using their pain as a weapon, as Mala had done. They struck Rumna with
palms and arms and legs and even faces, barreling into them and striking them with the
red as they screamed.
Whenever the Rumna tried to constrict them, those without mycelium would
strike them, knocking them from their concentration. But, without the red disease, the
Rumna could fight them. They struck each other. Though the Rumna were taller, the
Hypha were stronger. Several Rumna fell.
Somewhere, Jep connected to mycelium. He was settled by a tree while the
larger man called for a bird. Lenith followed the connection from Jep to the cave where
mycelium from the swamp hung in the dark, where Elma had been. He reached, feeling
around the cave. But there was no life there now.
Jep’s pain was greater than any death of the Hypha. It split him in two. His
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entire body screamed with it. He screamed her name. He wept, ugly, horribly.
Again Lenith wanted to escape. But he stayed. He felt the torture of Jep’s
grief until his own body shook with it, his own eyes stinging and weeping with it.
When he opened his eyes, letting go of the Hypha but still holding onto
Rumna, he nearly fell over from despair.
The Rumna lay wide-eyed on the ground.
Soni lay on her back, her chest heaving. She stared at the sky, her mouth
parted, her face streaked red with tears.
Mala took Lenith’s hand.
“They need us,” Lenith said. Their pain was still in him, beating his chest and
cutting through his body.
He and Mala backed away, his concentration still on the Rumna until they
reached the forest edge. Then he let them go, and he and Mala ran.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
Ona pushed a child onto the back of a bird in front of its mother. Around her,
Hypha and Rumna fought a weaponless battle, using their arms, sticks, tools, and even
the disease. Whatever they had, they used to strike one another. Several lay on the ground
now, dead. Sickness rose in her throat, but she held it back. She continually looked for
her family to be sure the were okay.
Sun and Joth, both diseased, flung their arms and hands at Rumna when they
came close. Colt and Willow did the same, Colt holding a pointed stick and Willow
throwing rocks. Ursa and Lidda also fought together, back to back.
Jep—she did not see Jep.
She let the woman go. As the bird took off, a fist pounded into Ona’s cheek
and thrust her back. On the ground, she looked up at Panifar, the guard of the Mothers.
Her hair was a tangle around her face. Ona’s cheek throbbed, and her arm ached were she
had fallen on her wound. But she rolled onto her back and grabbed the woman’s legs
between her feet. Panifar stumbled. As she tried to regain her balance, Ona jumped to her
feet and plunged into her. Panifar screamed and slapped. She scratched Ona’s face with a
long nail and pushed against her until she fell to the side.
Ona tried to get up, but Panifar dragged her down, stood, and kicked her in
the side.
Ona gasped, the force of the kick rippling across her stomach. Before Panifar
kicked again, Ona stretched out her hand to grab her foot. She missed. But the foot never
fell. Panifar screamed as a hand jabbed a piece of carved wood into her shoulder.
The hand drew back, a long sleeve nearly covering it, and a woman smiled at
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Ona, a hand raised.
“Feena!” Ona said.
Before she could rise, she was lifted up, a dark man with long black hair
handed her piece of wood—the snake she had carved.
“Tishna—”
“I sensed trouble,” Tishna said, his eyes shifting back and forth from Ona to
the Rumna and Hypha that continued to brawl before them. In one hand, he held a carved
heron.
“Where’s your knife?” Ona said.
“No killing,” Tishna said.
There was a croaking sound, and Ona turned. Banu, Tishna’s heron, was with
them, looking up at the skies. His shoulder, where the lion had attacked, was packed with
moss.
Tishna lifted his eyes, and Feena and Ona followed his gaze. Birds hovered in
the skies, watching below but not landing.
Tishna cried out in a bird’s call, and Feena mimicked him. The birds circled
closer.
Two Rumna ran up to them, but stopped when they saw that the Nomads had
no mycelium for them to control. They turned back to two Hypha who had approached—
Willow and Colt. They had stopped fighting as Willow plunged to the ground, holding
her stomach. But Feena and Tishna held up their carved wood and tackled the Rumna,
stabbing at their arms and backs until they fled.
The Hypha had dispersed, and it was two or three in a fight at a time now.
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The Rumna had no power to constrict all of them while Hypha beat at them.
But then the Rumna froze, crying out. Some Hypha still beat at them, but,
when they realized what had happened, they raised their arms and cheered.
Ona’s eyes danced across the forest until she saw him.
Lenith and a girl stood behind all of the fighting, Lenith standing powerfully
with his head tilted down and his eyes fixed on the Rumna around him.
Tishna and Feena dropped their opponents and looked back to the skies,
calling.
The Hypha ran forward, now grouped together, into a small clearing where
the birds could land.
The birds circled, closer and closer, until one of them dove downward toward
them. Then another dove, and another. They streamed down, fixing their wings at their
sides until they neared the ground, then flapping into a landing.
Tishna and Feena helped the Hypha mount, guiding them. Ona saw that her
family were in the group, safe now. Only Jep was missing.
But Ona was already moving away from the clearing towards Lenith. He still
stood, strong, concentrating, but the girl had run past him. Ona watched the girl as she
dropped to the ground beside a tree, until Ona saw the stumped legs and stopped.
Jep spoke to the girl, weeping, and she fell into his arms with a strangled cry.
Ona’s limbs went limp and cold, and she could not move.
Elma.
She covered her mouth and trembled.
But she could not freeze. She called out for Tishna, who quickly came to her
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side. “My brother can’t walk,” she said.
“You are not well,” Tishna said.
Ona’s throat was too tight for her to speak, and her lip trembled. “All will be
well,” she said. “Please, help him.”
He touched her face as he had done on the plains, then he did as she said.
She turned back to Lenith.
Even in his concentration, his eyes blinked back tears.
“I feel it all,” he said to her, though his eyes remained focused on the Rumna.
Many of the Hypha were not on the backs of birds, and more were preparing
to be. Some wept, some gazed in fear, but some held onto reins and smiled triumphantly.
“We’ve suffered,” Ona said to her son. “But we’ve won. Look.”
Lenith looked, and his face gradually softened.
As the Hypha escaped, the Rumna lay without power.
The sound of sifting behind Ona made her turn.
Soni stood there, hair fallen over her face, and her silks tearing at their hem.
Her face was drawn, heavy.
Ona held up her snake carving. Lenith stood firm.
Soni looked at the snake as if she were only half awake. She waved a hand,
then stepped away from Ona and Lenith and saw all that happened before her.
“Let them go,” she said to Lenith, her voice tired.
“Not until they Hypha free,” Lenith said.
“They are free,” Soni said, her eyes flickering. She looked at him. “The
Rumna have broken from our teaching today. We have forgotten—”
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Lenith looked back at her.
Ona still held her carving, but her grip had loosened.
“Let them go,” Soni said again. “And I will tell them—”
“Tell them now,” Lenith said. “Before and not after.”
Soni nodded, slow, and faced her people. “We are finished here,” she said,
her voice risen without becoming a shout. “We have no power over these people
anymore. They will only fight until we are nothing. The boy will let you go, now. Leave
them be.”
Lenith lowered his shoulders and lifted his head, his whole body loosening.
The Rumna twitched and then broke from their constraint. They climbed to
their feet and looked at Soni, their faces solemn.
Ona turned to Lenith and smiled.
“My brave son,” she said. “Let’s go.”
They walked together passed the Rumna without being touched. Ahead,
Tishna sent Jep and Mala onto a bird and guided them as it took off. Then he helped
Lenith and Ona mount a bird together, a great heron.
“I will be on the Plains,” Tishna said to her. He looked at her skin, which was
scabbed and bare. “Your people—You will need somewhere to live.”
Ona nodded gratefully. “I will tell the Hypha who lost their mycelium that
they have a home.”
Behind Tishna, Feena smiled at her.
Tishna patted the bird’s neck, and Ona signaled for the bird to rise.
Below, Tishna and Feena mounted Banu and followed them.
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Soon, they caught up with Jep and Mala. The wind had dried their tears, and
they held tightly to one another, Jep’s head on his daughter’s shoulder. He kissed it, and
Mala took his hand.
***
Lenith leaned onto Ona’s back and held onto her as they flew, his breathing
slow. The pain he had felt gradually fell away, here in the sky with the forest below. He
did not look back at the Cliffs. He looked ahead, towards the Swamp. He did not know
what to expect. He only knew that he was no longer Rumna. But he was also not Hypha.
He was Lenith, and Niena had rescued him.
Soon, he knew, he would rescue her.
Ona sat still behind him, quiet. When they passed another bird, she reached
out and waved.
“Lidda!” she said. “Ursa!”
Ursa held onto Lidda tightly. The girl, now taller than Ursa, raised a hand,
grinning widely. It took a moment for Lenith to realize that they flew his own bird,
Vinya.
“Ona!” Lidda said. “Lenith!”
“You know him?” Ona said.
The girl smiled. “I attacked him.”
Lenith laughed. It felt strange to laugh. But also good, healing.
He turned and saw that Mala, on the bird next to him, was smiling at him.
“You’re a filthy Hypha now,” she said. “What are you going to do?
Ona, in front of him, looked back, also waiting for an answer.
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“I—don't know.”
“You don’t have to know,” Ona said. “You are free.”
Yes. He as free.
“I only know one thing,” he said.
“What?” Mala said.
“You can make whatever jokes you want now, and I will laugh as hard as I
can.”
Mala beamed.
***
After some time, the forest turned to swamp. Ahead, birds dropped over trees
and into water, moving back and forth as Hypha connected to all parts of the swamp.
As they neared the edge themselves, Lenith’s weight leaned into Ona, and his
head rested on her shoulder. She did not know if he slept or rested. His energy had been
drawn out of him, and he had felt more pain than many should ever know. But now that
pain was subdued. The Hypha had been freed, and now their days would be mixed with
grief and hope, sorrow and joy.
“Fya,” she said.
Lenith’s hand rested on her arm.
“Mother.”
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